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ABSTRACT
Nelson, Amy Elizabeth. Youth organizing from within: A case study of a district youth equity
council. Published Doctor of Education dissertation, University of Northern Colorado,
2022.

The experiences of Black, indigenous, and person of color (BIPOC) youth in our school
systems often share a common thread of having to navigate deficit thinking, institutionalized
racism, marginalization, and discrimination (Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2016; Roy et al.,
2019). While youth organizing has emerged as a potential counter to deficit narratives, it is rarely
seen in school settings (Arthurs, 2018; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Roderick et al., 2020; Roy
et al., 2019). Using critical race theory as a framework, this case study examined a sample of
BIPOC middle and high school students serving on a district Youth Equity Council, their
perceptions of their school experience and their activism, and any potential relationship between
the two. Specifically, through this case study, I sought to understand how the experiences of
BIPOC students sitting on the council might have contributed to their participation, identity
development, motivation to engage in equity work, and how they viewed their participation in
relation to individual and/or community change. This case study required data collection that
included interviews, observations, and document review. Findings of this case study indicated a
strong relationship between school experience and participation on the council and a connection
to individual change with strong hopes for community change.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO STUDY
America is not the world and if America is going to become a nation, she must find a
way-- and this child must help her find a way-- to use the tremendous energy which this
child represents. If this country does not find a way to use that energy, it will be
destroyed by that energy. (Baldwin, 1963, p. 686)
The purpose of this case study was to investigate the perceptions of a sample of BIPOC
(Black, indigenous, person of color) middle and high school students serving on a district Youth
Equity Council regarding their school experience, their activism, and any potential relationship
between the two. Specifically, I wanted to understand how the experiences of BIPOC students
sitting on the council might have contributed to their participation, identity development,
motivation to engage in equity work, and how they viewed their participation in relation to
individual and/or community change.
Background
The council was formed in February 2021 “in an effort to further expand our
conversation on equity and to ensure that diverse student voices are part of that process” (MSD,
2021). The communication further described the Youth Equity Council (YEC) and its purpose:
The Youth Equity Council will be comprised of diverse young leaders who will help to
provide district leadership and the Equity Council important feedback, as we
collaboratively work to make the Mountainview School District [MSD, 2021; a
pseudonym] more equitable—ever striving to provide excellence for every student and
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addressing the decades of achievement and opportunity gaps. We know that it is
extremely important that students, especially those most impacted, be involved in the
conversation.
Through participation in the Youth Equity Council, students will explore various
aspects of their own identities. With a better understanding of their own identity, they
will understand how injustices impact them and use this knowledge to develop their own
leadership and activism skills in order to make positive changes in their schools and
communities. (MSD Communication, 2021)
The council began with two leadership training sessions focused on identity, youth
organizing, and community-based research. Students then formed three equity issue teams:
Student Rights, Student Resources, and Students for Anti-Racism. Students worked to address
equity issues they identified while collaborating with district leadership, the Board of Education,
the district Equity Council, and community organizations. Much of their work was done through
engaging in youth participatory action research; members conducted focus groups with their
peers to increase the number of youth voices engaged in the process. The council then developed
equity recommendations grounded in their participatory action research. A more in-depth
description of the council is provided in Chapter IV.
Introduction
It has been over 60 years since the Coleman Report (cited in Graham, 2019), mandated
by the Civil Rights Act of 1964, first called attention to the racial achievement gap. Inequities in
education are often conceptualized as equivalent to this gap (Graham, 2019) and, consequently,
the gap has become a proxy measure of educational equity. With the requirement of
disaggregated test score data with No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) and the Every
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Student Succeeds Act (2015) and related accountability measures, the growing urgency among
policymakers and school and district leaders to finally close the achievement gap has led to a
singular focus on quantitative measures that would provide evidence of equity. However, this
preoccupation with the gap failed to address the realities of racism, structural inequities, and
disparities that contributed to the gap and continued to plague society (Hammond, 2015; LadsonBillings, 2016; Quinn, 2020). Instead, it has led to dehumanizing and oppressive practices such
as intensified discipline and narrowing the focus and flexibility of the curriculum to focus on test
preparation (Irizarry & Brown, 2014).
Focus on this racial achievement gap assumed a deficit orientation and too often placed
fault with students and families as opposed to systems of power and oppression (Quinn, 2020).
While the efforts to close this gap were often well-intended, this dominant-culture notion of
‘fixing’ students and parents inadvertently reinforced racial inequities and perpetuated deficit
narratives. These deficit narratives were often internalized by BIPOC youth, particularly those
navigating primarily White institutions.
Youth organizing has emerged as an alternative to deficit-based thinking. Through youth
organizing, students are empowered as “partners in decision making rather than just targets of
remediation” (Kirshner, 2015, p. 4). Youth become collaborators and leaders working to
transform not only their own situations but their schools and communities toward social justice.
Rather than a singular focus on raising test scores, through youth organizing, students are
prepared to fully engage in society and their own liberation. Additionally, “youth and societal
institutions are strengthened when young people, particularly those most disadvantaged by
education inequity, turn their critical gaze to education systems and participate in efforts to
improve them” (Kirshner, 2015, p. 4).
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For the remainder of Chapter 1, I discuss the problem and purpose of this research study
before introducing the research questions that guided this case study. I then provide a brief
overview of my methodology, the significance of the study, my role as the researcher, as well as
relevant assumptions. I conclude the chapter with definitions of some of the key terminology
used and a preview of the organization of my dissertation.
Problem Statement
Research indicated that youth organizing has the potential to counter deficit narratives
and contribute to school and community change. However, there was minimal research that
examined this potential within school systems, particularly at the district level, from a youth lens.
Additionally, the vast majority of youth activism and youth organizing research took place in
urban settings. This study has the potential to highlight the importance of youth organizing and
related research for BIPOC students being educated in predominantly White institutions.
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this case study was to investigate the perceptions of a sample of BIPOC
middle and high school students serving on a district Youth Equity Council regarding their
school experience, their activism, and any potential relationship between the two. Specifically, I
wanted to understand how the experiences of BIPOC students sitting on the council might have
contributed to their participation, identity development, motivation to engage in equity work, and
how they viewed their participation in relation to individual and/or community change. I
believed a better understanding of the perspectives and views of participants serving on this
council would highlight the value and importance of BIPOC youth voice, particularly as it
related to equity and school reform. A better understanding also has the potential to demonstrate
the significance of youth organizing within the bounds of a school system and the importance of
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youth voice in equity work in school systems. Additionally, such an understanding could
demonstrate the importance of these efforts in suburban, predominately White settings. In
seeking to gain a greater understanding of these perspectives, this case study addressed the
following research questions:
Q1

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive their
understanding of inequities and motivation to engage in equity work?

Q2

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive the
relationship between their school experience, identity development, and
participation on the council?

Q3

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council view their
participation as contributing to individual and/or community change?
Research Significance

While the experiences of BIPOC youth in our school systems are multifaceted, they often
share a common thread of having to navigate institutionalized racism, marginalization, and
discrimination (Roy et al., 2019). Deficit thinking places blame on students and families rather
than on the systems of power and oppression that allow inequities and disparities to occur
(Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2016; Quinn, 2020). As a result, many BIPOC students
internalize a deficit narrative. Youth activism/organizing has emerged as an alternative to deficit
thinking (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Roderick et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2019). These programs
build on youth agency and support youth in understanding and then working toward dismantling
the marginalization they encounter (Roderick et al., 2020).
“Youth organizing offers tangible and significant benefits to youth participants, their
schools, and our broader communities” (Arthurs, 2018, p. 65). Increased understanding of the
perceptions of BIPOC youth serving on a district Youth Equity Council of inequities experienced
and motivation to engage in equity work, any potential relationship between their participation
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and deficit thinking encountered in schools, and how they view their participation as being
connected to their identity development and individual and/or community change could increase
the potential of incorporating BIPOC youth voice into educational decision-making. School
reform and equity efforts in general lack the critical perspectives of our youth—those most
impacted by these efforts. Additionally, as Arthurs (2018) highlighted existing research around
youth activism and youth organizing typically taking place outside of the school setting and
typically in urban settings. This study has the potential to demonstrate the significance of youth
organizing within the bounds of a school system as well as demonstrate the additional
importance of these efforts in suburban, predominately White settings.
Overview of Methodology
The specific qualitative research design selected was case study. Case study researchers
aim to develop an in-depth description and analysis of a case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A case
can be described as a bounded system; thus, “a case study is an in-depth description and analysis
of a bounded system” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 37). In the context of this study, the bounded
system was the Youth Equity Council and the district in which it was located. Given the bounded
system, case study best aligned with the research questions as posed and the conceptual and
theoretical frameworks that underpinned the study.
The setting for this study was a public school district in a western state. I am employed in
this school district and founded the Youth Equity Council in February 2021, which I discuss in
further detail when I discuss my researcher role. Five participants accepted the invitation to
participate and returned both the consent and assent forms so no selection process was required.
Multiple data sources were employed for collecting data from the participants including
observation, semi-structured interviews, and review of documents. Data analysis began early on
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in the study and continued throughout data collection and analysis using a cyclical process called
interim analysis (Johnson & Christensen, 2020). Memos were kept throughout the research
process. In vivo coding was used to analyze the data collected as it allowed for the use of exact
words from the participants to be used as initial codes (Saldaña, 2016). Lastly, themes captured
through interim analysis, memoing, and coding were interpreted for findings.
Researcher Role
Our interpretations as researchers are shaped by our own backgrounds and experiences,
making it essential for researchers to position themselves in the research (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Articulating my researcher’s stance allowed for a better understanding of how my
interpretations were shaped by my own “personal, cultural, and historical experiences” (Creswell
& Poth, 2018, p. 24).
At the time of this study, I was in my sixth year as an employee of the district and one of
three founders/facilitators of the Youth Equity Council that made up the case. As a Black
woman, I shared the identity of BIPOC with the participants. The Youth Equity Council is
situated in a predominately White school district. I had the shared experience of navigating
predominately White institutions for the duration of my education (elementary school, middle
school, high school, undergraduate, and graduate). Throughout the majority of those years, I
carried a deficit narrative about myself and struggled with positive identity development. I
lacked voice and often felt alienated and disempowered. I was not provided tools for altering that
narrative until my graduate education. Once I developed my own counternarratives and was
provided a supportive space for developing my own agency, I felt empowered to alter not only
my own narrative but also that of my community, particularly the youth within my community.
This context led to me co-founding the Youth Equity Council examined in this study.
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Through my role, I had an existing trust and rapport with the members of the council.
This put me in a position to collect authentic data that would provide valuable insight. However,
I recognized my role might lead to social desirability bias. I also acknowledged that my lived
experiences and role had the potential to bias my judgment in terms of research design and how I
interpreted the findings. In addition to being explicit in outlining my role, assumptions, and
theoretical orientation, I used a researcher’s journal throughout the duration of the study to
engage in critical self-reflection. I used my critical self-reflection to engage in continuous
dialogue throughout my study with professional colleagues and advisors. To further address
subjectivity and enhance trustworthiness, many procedural safeguards were employed such as
data triangulation, member checking, and ongoing dialogue with professional colleagues and
advisors.
While my relationship with the students might lead to social desirability bias, I did not
believe social desirability bias was produced nor enhanced by the fact that I knew and worked
with the participants. Being vulnerable, particularly as it related to racism and experiencing
inequities, with a stranger would be difficult and was more likely to lead to students not speaking
openly. Without a pre-established relationship, this would be hard to recognize. Additionally,
from both my own lived experiences and professional experience working with youth and adults
from historically marginalized communities, vulnerability required a great deal of relationship
and rapport building. Consequently, I saw my trusting relationship with these students as a
strength. I witnessed these students speaking openly and honestly about their lived experience in
our schools and what activism meant to them across many forums beyond our meetings:
newspaper interviews, school board meetings that were recorded and available to the general
public, the superintendent, and district leadership, etc. Additionally, through data triangulation, I
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was able to compare interview responses with documents completed prior to the study as a
means of verification that would help rule out if social desirability bias took place during the
interviews.
Researcher Assumptions
Based on my own lived experiences, prior research, review of the literature, and role as
an educator and facilitator of the Youth Equity Council, I made three key assumptions with
regard to the design of this study. The first assumption was BIPOC students had experienced
inequities and they could name inequities they had experienced. The second assumption was
BIPOC students had been exposed to deficit thinking in our school system. The final assumption
was those experiences, inequities and deficit thinking were somehow connected to their
motivation; a primary purpose of this study was to examine the nature of this connection.
These assumptions were grounded in critical race theory (CRT), which I discuss in detail
in Chapter II, as well as my own lived experiences as previously outlined in the researcher role
section. Additionally, assumption one was bolstered by the fact that as part of the application
process to become a member of the Youth Equity Council, students described an inequity they
had experienced in school as well as their reason for joining the council. A review of the
applications and engagement with youth members of the council for the last year warranted these
assumptions. Lastly, an extensive review of the literature in Chapter II provided further
grounding for these assumptions.
Definitions of Key Terminology
Equity. The school district in which the Youth Equity Council formed defined equity as follows:
•

Removing institutional barriers to success
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•

Providing intentional support for each student, staff member, and family or
community member so that each has the opportunity to achieve at the highest levels

•

Embracing and respecting the dignity and diversity of each individual within our
community

•

Questioning assumptions and examining our own biases

•

Challenging systems of power and oppression

•

Creating counter-narratives to the common habits and assumptions that inhibit
inclusion

•

Confronting discrimination against our own or another person’s identity

•

Committing to building our own and others’ capacity for culturally responsive
teaching, learning, and leading.

Youth. For the purposes of this study, I operationally defined youth as students who were middle
school through high school age (grades 6-12).
Organization of Dissertation
This chapter provided an introduction to the study, as well as research questions, an
overview of the methodology, significance of the study, my role as a researcher and related
assumptions, and key terms. In Chapter II, I review related literature. Specifically, I review
deficit thinking in education, sociopolitical context and the forming of critical consciousness,
followed by an overview of youth activism, youth organizing, and their potential impact. In
Chapter III, I outline the methodology including a description of the setting, participants, as well
as the methods used for collecting and analyzing the data. In Chapter IV, I present an overview
of the case and discuss the analyzed data; and in Chapter V, I discuss the findings, provide
implications of the findings, as well as offer recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The purpose of this case study was to investigate the perceptions of a sample of BIPOC
middle and high school students serving on a district Youth Equity Council regarding their
school experience, their activism, and any potential relationship between the two. Specifically, I
wanted to understand how the experiences of BIPOC students sitting on the council might have
contributed to their participation, identity development, motivation to engage in equity work, and
how they viewed their participation in relation to individual and/or community change.
For context, this review starts with an overview of the deficit thinking paradigm in
education, particularly as it pertains to BIPOC students, as well as the related sociopolitical
context and forming of critical consciousness. I then critically review the literature on youth
activism and youth organizing, noting a minor difference between the two, before reviewing the
role of youth organizing in schools. I then highlight the compelling case for youth organizing as
an alternative to deficit thinking before unpacking the potential for youth organizing to create
change. Lastly, I discuss how CRT provided a necessary theoretical framework for this study.
Deficit Thinking in Education
Deficit thinking was first coined in the early 1960s when a group of scholars was
adamantly opposed to the idea that economically disadvantaged and people of color were to
blame for their own social, economic, and educational challenges (Valencia, 1997). Citing
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Ryan’s classic book, Blaming the Victim, Valencia (1997) highlighted how deficit thinking is
translated to action:
1.

First, social programs were identified (by victim-blamers).

2.

Second, a study was done in order to find out how the disadvantaged and
advantaged were different.

3.

Third, once the differences were identified, they were defined as the causes of the
social problem.

4.

Fourth, governmental intervention was set in place to correct the differences (i.e.
deficiencies). (p. 3)

In education, deficit thinking posits that the minority student, particularly when race and
economic disadvantage intersect, “fails in school because of internal deficiency or deficiencies”
in the form of “limited intellectual abilities, linguistic shortcomings, lack of motivation to learn
and immoral behavior” (Valencia, 1997, p. 2). The powerful influence of deficit-based thinking
in education continued to grow with accountability measures put into place under the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) and competitive measures under the Every Child Succeeds Act
(2015). Using Valencia’s (1997) model for how deficit thinking translates to action, the social
problem became the achievement gap. A growing urgency amongst policymakers and school and
district leaders led to a singular focus on standardized test scores that would provide evidence of
equity through the narrowing of the achievement gap.
Achievement gap discourse assumes a deficit paradigm (Quinn, 2020) that erroneously
focuses on student achievement instead of the disparities and inequities that contributed to the
gap (Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2016). Hammond (2015) described the deficit-based
thinking paradigm as educators and policymakers who believed “culturally and linguistically
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diverse students fail in school because of their own deficiencies or because their families don’t
value education, not because of social inequities, unfair school policies, or differential treatment
in the classroom” (p. 59). Blame was placed on students and their families and the focus was on
‘fixing’ students instead of the systems of power and oppression that led to the disparities and
inequities present in education and all other areas of society (Quinn, 2020).
Within achievement gap discourse, White became the standard to which other groups
were to aspire, which further contributed to deficit-based thinking (Ladson-Billings, 2016). This
was evident in Smith and Hope’s (2020) study that explored the meaning five Black boys
attending a suburban high school made of their race, identity, and oppression. The boys
participated in a youth participatory action research after-school program and at the onset of the
program, they shared deficit narratives in relation to their racial identity. After participating in
the program for a year, some of the boys’ narratives shifted from deficit narratives they
previously held and two participants replaced their deficit narratives with counter-narratives. As
a result of their findings and review of the literature, Smith and Hope issued a call for necessary
research that examined the beliefs adolescents hold about their racial groups.
The experiences of BIPOC youth are multifaceted but often share a common thread of
navigating institutionalized racism, discrimination, and marginalization in their daily lives (Roy
et al., 2019). With the narrow focus on deficits and ‘fixing’ students as well as navigating
persistent and institutionalized discrimination and marginalization, BIPOC students often
internalized a deficit narrative. Recognizing these deficit narratives followed by reflection and
rejection of them, termed critical reflection, was a necessary first step to the forming of critical
consciousness (Roy et al., 2019).
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Sociopolitical Context and the Forming of
Critical Consciousness
Paulo Freire’s (1970/2018) notion of conscientização or critical consciousness helps us
understand why students participate in youth activism as well as what they get out of it.
Conscientização or critical consciousness is defined as “an awakening of, or increase in,
consciousness” (p. 148). To reach critical consciousness, individuals must first perceive and
analyze their sociopolitical context that contributes to experienced inequities.
Freire (1970/2018) argued that critical curiosity, through dialogue, is a catalyst for
forming critical consciousness. Clark and Seider (2017) investigated Freire’s position that critical
curiosity is a necessary precursor to developing critical consciousness. Their findings supported
the forming of critical curiosity through dialogue with the emergence of three themes: the
importance of providing new information, the importance of using relevant “real-life” examples,
and the importance of providing new perspectives. However, in the classroom setting, BIPOC
youth are rarely engaged in critical curiosity as it relates to their own lived experiences, which
signified the importance of BIPOC youth organizations. Rather than internalize deficit
narratives, youth who engage in critical consciousness work toward understanding, analyzing,
and then challenging the oppression they face.
In their study examining how youths’ experiences with economic hardship and structural
oppression shaped how they “read their world”, Roy et al. (2019) used a social justice youth
development framework rooted in a Freirean view of critical consciousness to examine how lowincome and BIPOC youth perceived and analyzed systems of oppression and then worked to
change them. Their findings aligned with previous research that demonstrated youth activism
programs promoted the forming of critical consciousness and the forming of critical
consciousness fostered positive identity development (Roy et al., 2019).
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The forming of critical consciousness involves three components: critical reflection,
political efficacy, and critical action (Freire, 1970/2018; Roy et al., 2019). Critical reflection
involves a recognition of the systems that constrain rather than focus solely on the individual.
Political efficacy refers to a perceived ability to effect change and critical action is the behaviors
engaged in to create change (Freire, 1970/2018; Roy et al., 2019). Critical consciousness is
believed to develop “when marginalized youth are given the opportunity and support for
reflecting on and challenging social inequalities, which in turn can motivate the desire to effect
social change through engaging in critical action” (Roy et al., 2019, p. 551). While there are
various means for supporting marginalized youth with the forming of critical consciousness,
youth activism groups have been recognized for their ability to foster high levels of critical
consciousness and, consequently, civic and political engagement (Roy et al., 2019; Terriquez,
2015).
What is Youth Activism?
While the phrase youth activism might seem self-explanatory, both “youth” and
activism” are contested terms in the literature.
Youth is itself a political term, one that recognizes the power of young people not as
‘kids’ to be controlled and ‘children’ to be quieted but as growing adults who possess the
capacity to be leaders in the present. (Bishop, 2015, p. 2)
Activism involves undermining structures that privilege particular social actors
and marginalize others, and it seeks to include in decision-making structures and
processes those whose voices have been systematically muted. It paves pathways for
inclusion, access, and equity. (Conner & Rosen, 2016, p. 2)
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Youth activism, also referred to in the literature as youth organizing, has long played an
important role in movements for social change (Kirshner, 2015; Warren & Kupscznk, 2016).
Numerous examples included but were certainly not limited to the 4,500 students who organized
and walked out of schools in East Los Angeles to protest “their remedial education, whitewashed
curriculum, racist teachers, and decrepit school facilities” (Kirshner, 2015, p. 134), Elizabeth
Eckford and the Little Rock Nine whose fight for educational justice in 1957 was attending a
high school previously reserved for White students only, youth involvement in the resurgence of
Black Lives Matter marches and protests following the killing of Michael Brown and the
Ferguson unrest in 2015 (Conner & Rosen, 2016; Kirshner, 2015), and the police killings of
George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in 2020.
Kirshner and Ginwright (2012) highlighted three shared characteristics of these youth
activism/organizing groups:
1.

Campaigns are guided by social justice values aimed at developing power to change
systems, institutions, or policies.

2.

Organizing groups are often led by young people who focus on youth’s concerns
and mobilize young people as agents of change.

3.

Groups are often formed on the basis of shared social identities linked to
experiences of discrimination or marginalization. (p. 289)

Youth activism group members are most commonly teenagers of color from low-income
communities (Warren & Kupscznk, 2016). Within these groups, youth typically are engaged in
collective action to work toward changing structural processes that contribute to their oppression
(Warren & Kupscznk, 2016). As Kirshner and Ginwright (2012) pointed out, this allows for
youth to identify the social origins of the problems they encounter and work to address them.
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While the literature often highlighted the work youth are doing through their activism, little
research connected contextual factors to the motivation for engaging in activism. Akiva et al.
(2017) touched on this connection in their study examining eight youth activism programs. They
found the highest reasons for participation were to engage in social justice work and sanctuary.
However, I specifically wanted to understand the relationship between context and motivation
that has tended to pass unnoticed. I was particularly interested in understanding this relationship
within the school system.
School-Based Youth Organizing
Youth organizing is often used to refer to forms of youth activism that are formally
institutionalized (Conner & Rosen, 2016). Thus, youth activism that takes place in schools is
often referred to as youth organizing and is referred to as such for the remainder of this review
and in this study. Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing (2020) defined youth organizing
as “grounded in racial, gender and economic justice, youth organizing is the process of engaging
young people in building power for systemic change while supporting their individual and
collective development” (p. 1).
With over two decades of work in the field of youth organizing, Funders’ Collaborative
on Youth Organizing (2020) highlighted guiding principles of youth organizing. The first was to
“engage youth most impacted by injustice and systemic oppression” (p. 1). This requires
centering their lived experiences with injustice and oppression, celebrating diverse perspectives,
while creating youth-affirming spaces. The second was “supporting the leadership and holistic
development of young people” (p. 1). Through youth organizing, youth develop leadership and
organizing skills, critical consciousness, and meaningful opportunities for leadership and
decision-making.
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The third guiding principle was “strengthen intergenerational and intersectional
movements,” which involved truly valuing youth leadership and youth-adult partnerships,
considering potential pathways for lifelong social justice leadership or civic engagement, and
supporting youth as they catalyze intergenerational movements and address overlapping issues
impacting their community (Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing, 2020, p. 1). The final
guiding principle highlighted by Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing (2020) was “shift
power dynamics to create systemic change” (p. 1). This included working to achieve systemic
change at multiple levels (local, state, and national), promoting the development of strategy
through the analysis of issues and assessment of political climate, and building power through
strategic alliances and the shifting of public narratives.
The current body of research around youth organizing focused on non-school-based
community organizing (Arthurs, 2018). While “youth organizing offers a powerful antidote to
the feelings of alienation, disempowerment, and apathy prevalent among many of today’s youth”
(Arthurs, 2018, p. 46), youth organizing is rarely seen in schools where it could potentially have
the most impact (Arthurs, 2018). Perhaps this is because, in addition to allowing youth to
participate in civil society, youth organizing provides a means for holding schools and
institutions accountable as it relates to the interests of the youth they serve (Ginwright, 2010).
Gunther (2016) highlighted the missed opportunity of youth organizing in engaging youth in the
institutions that impacted them most.
Youth organizing has the potential to offer many critical supplemental learning
opportunities often missing from schools including the fostering of youth civic agency, the
motivation to organize for social change, and positive identity development (Arthurs, 2018).
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Involvement in youth organizing has the potential to change how youth view their schools,
communities, and their futures while giving youth both hope and agency (Arthurs, 2018).
Youth Organizing: An Alternative to DeficitBased Thinking
Youth organizing provides an alternative and a site of resistance to deficit-based thinking
that instead builds on youth agency (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Roderick et al., 2020; Roy et
al., 2019). Instead of viewing marginalized youth through a distorted deficit-based lens, youth
organizers typically utilize an asset-based lens (Akiva et al., 2017). This is done in affirming
spaces that also provide a sanctuary (Akiva et al., 2017) where positive racial socialization can
be cultivated (Roy et al., 2019). Through safe spaces created for the forming of critical
consciousness and fostering of youth activism, deficit narratives held by youth are replaced with
a critical awareness of oppressive forces and empowerment to alter those narratives for
themselves and their communities.
Building on the critical consciousness they have attained, youth activists are provided the
opportunity to foster their agency by identifying social issues or challenges and taking action to
address those challenges (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Roderick et al., 2020). In supportive
spaces, youth are offered opportunities to work toward dismantling the marginalization they
experienced (Roderick et al., 2020). Through involvement in activism, youth are engaged in
youth development, community development, social change, psychological empowerment,
leadership development, and sociopolitical development (Christens & Dolan, 2010; Kirshner &
Ginwright, 2012). In their study of six adult-supported youth activist programs, Roderick et al.
(2020) found youth involved in these programs reported developing elements of critical
consciousness through self-, social-, and global awareness.

20
In opposition to deficit-based orientations toward BIPOC youth, engagement in social
justice work provides a means for liberation (Akiva et al., 2017). Through this study, I aimed to
understand how participants perceived deficit thinking they encountered and any relationship
between that understanding and their participation on the council. This helped provide context
for the importance of youth organizing as a means for liberation as well as an alternative and a
site of resistance to deficit-based thinking.
Youth Organizing: The Power to Create Change
In addition to providing a means for liberation, youth organizing empowers youth to
create change. We know from the literature that youth activism and youth organizing are not
new; youth have long been at the forefront of creating change. Contemporary youth activism,
however, “merits attention not just because of the rich tradition it is advancing, but also because
of the unique set of circumstances and social conditions to which it is responding today” (Conner
& Rosen, 2016, p. 5). Youth organizing has led to numerous changes over the years and
continued to grow in both size and power in recent years (Funders’ Collaborative on Youth
Organizing, 2020).
“When young people are fully engaged--when their voices are heard, their opinions
matter, and their unique perspectives are respected--they commit themselves to making their
schools, their communities and their own lives better” (Gunther, 2016, p, 311). In their study,
Christens and Dolan (2010) highlighted some of the ways youth fully engaged have made their
schools and communities better including new program implementation, policy change,
intergenerational and multicultural collaboration in the exercise of power, psychological
empowerment, leadership development, and sociopolitical development.
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In alignment with both Gunther (2016) and Christens and Dolan (2010), Ginwright
(2010) took a value-added approach to highlight the impact of youth organizing at three levels:
•

Individual: leadership skills, sense of agency, hope, and optimism through rich
forms of civic engagement

•

Community-level outcomes: directed at improving schools, neighborhoods, or
access to decision-making

•

Social level outcomes: greater civic participation, democratic engagement,
commitment to social change-- healthy robust democracy because young people are
engaged in the democratic process and various forms of collective action.

In the 2020 National Youth Organizing field scan of 312 youth organizing groups
conducted by Funders’ Collaboration on Youth Organizing, Valladares et al. (2020) found:
The youth organizing field co-led a push for racial reckoning in schools and
communities, helped ensure record voter turnout and progressive wins in a contentious
election year, and played a key role in ameliorating the inequities in systems of public
health, education, and the economy, which were further exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic. (p. 19)
Some of the specific changes youth organizers fought for in 2020 included transforming school
policing practices, disproportionate effects of school discipline policies on students of color and
students with disabilities, access to devices and the internet in order to participate in home
learning during the pandemic, as well as healthcare access and food security (Valladares et al.,
2020). While some changes such as the removal of school resources officers were highly
publicized, much of the work and changes that took place happened under the radar. Regardless
of publicity, each change had the potential to create lasting individual, community, or social
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level change (Ginwright, 2010). Through this study, I hoped to capture how participants situated
themselves in the changes achieved by the council, i.e., how they recognized their participation
as contributing to individual and/or community change.
Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory
Critical race theory (CRT) was the theoretical framework that underpinned this study.
“CRT remains one of the boldest and most effective theoretical frameworks employed by
scholars who choose to engage in thoughtful examination of issues related to race, racism,
oppression, and White supremacy” (Haynes, 2015, p. 145). According to Delgado and Stefanic
(2017), CRT scholars uphold the following five central tenets:
•

The belief that racism is normal and ordinary, not atypical, in American society;

•

Interest Convergence or material determinism;

•

Race is a social construction;

•

Intersectionality and anti-essentialism;

•

Storytelling: “Legal storytelling” or “Counter-storytelling.”

These tenets provided a framework for this study’s design and research process. A researcher
engaging CRT methodology foregrounds
race and racism in all aspects of the research process; challenges the traditional research
paradigms, texts, and theories used to explain the experiences of people of color; and
offers transformative solutions to racial, gender, and class subordination in our societal
and institutional structures. (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 30)
In amplifying the voices of BIPOC youth, it is critical that racialized experiences and racism are
considered in all aspects of the research process and a transformative paradigm of social justice
remains centered throughout the research process and beyond.
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The research questions that guided this study are rooted in the central tenet of CRT
scholarship: racism is a normal component of the everyday experiences of most Black,
indigenous, and people of color in our society. Critical race theory in education acknowledges
the persistence of racism in our nation's schools and analyzes the way racism defeats race-neutral
efforts to solve it (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Critical race theorists challenge the ‘deficit
theory’ approach too often taken with students of color (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017)—a deficit
mindset that allows for students to be blamed instead of focusing necessary attention on
underlying disparities and inequities. In using CRT as a framework, if one acknowledges the
persistence of racism in our schools, then one also acknowledges the presence of inequities and
deficit thinking.
“Counter-storytelling” or counternarratives that highlight the voices of people of color,
one of the previously mentioned central tenets of CRT, were a focal point of this study.
“Although students of color are holders and creators of knowledge, they often feel as if their
histories, experiences, cultures, and languages are devalued, misinterpreted, or omitted within
formal education settings'' (Bernal, 2002, p. 106). Solorzano and Yosso (2001) highlighted how
CRT allowed for the challenging of dominant discourse in education, which further marginalized
racial and ethnic groups. While many individuals continue to believe society and our school
system are generally free of racism and bias, they fail to acknowledge the perspectives and lived
experiences of Black, indigenous, and people of color. Critical race theory provides “a lens for
educational research that acknowledges and supports systems of knowing and understanding that
counter the dominant Eurocentric epistemology” (Bernal, 2002, p. 121). Through centering
student voice in the data collection and analysis, students are given the opportunity to challenge
this dominant discourse, particularly the way it manifests within their school system.

24
Conclusion
As discussed in Chapter 1, my research addresses a gap in the literature. Minimal
research has examined the potential of youth organizing within school systems, particularly at
the district level, from a youth lens. Additionally, the majority of research around youth
organizing focused on non-school-based community organizing (Arthurs, 2018) and a review of
the literature demonstrated limited research around youth organizing was taking place in
predominantly White institutions. Additionally, there was a gap in the literature that addressed
the relationship between context and motivation to participate in youth organizing in these
settings. Using CRT as a framework, my research questions attempted to address the gaps in the
literature. While I could have selected a number of theoretical frameworks, I recognized that in
amplifying the voices of BIPOC youth, it was critical that racialized experiences and racism
were considered in all aspects of the research process and a transformative paradigm of social
justice remained centered throughout the research process and beyond. “The ‘gift’ of CRT is it
unapologetically challenges the scholarship that would dehumanize and depersonalize us”
(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 272), providing yet another reason why CRT was a necessary and
appropriate framework for this study.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
In this chapter, I discuss my rationale for selecting qualitative research, specifically the
qualitative methodology of case study. I utilized this methodology to investigate the perceptions
of a sample of BIPOC middle and high school students serving on a district Youth Equity
Council regarding their school experience, their activism, and any potential relationship between
the two. Specifically, I wanted to understand how the experiences of BIPOC students sitting on
the council might have contributed to their participation, identity development, motivation to
engage in equity work, and how they viewed their participation in relation to individual and/or
community change. I believed a better understanding of the perspectives and views of
participants serving on this council had the potential to demonstrate the significance of youth
organizing within the bounds of a school system and the importance of youth voice in equity
work in school systems. Additionally, such an understanding could demonstrate the importance
of these efforts in suburban, predominately White settings. In seeking to gain a greater
understanding of these perspectives, this case study addressed the following research questions:
Q1

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive their
understanding of inequities and motivation to engage in equity work?

Q2

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive the
relationship between their school experience, identity development, and
participation on the council?

Q3

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council view their
participation as contributing to individual and/or community change?
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This chapter delineates the methodology employed in this study and includes (a) the
rationale for research design, (b) research setting, (c) participants, (d) data collection methods,
(e) data analysis methods, (f) trustworthiness, and (e) limitations and delimitations.
Rationale for Research Design
Qualitative methods were best suited for uncovering the perspectives and contextual
factors as outlined in the research questions above. The intent of qualitative research is to “study
things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of
the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). It begins with an
interpretive framework that informs the investigation of the meaning participants ascribe to a
social problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In addition to aligning with the research questions,
qualitative methods aligned with CRT, the theoretical framework that underpinned this study.
According to Creswell and Poth (2018), qualitative methods could transform the world, which
aligns with the activist tenet of CRT, and they could empower through giving voice to those who
have been silenced, which aligns with the counternarratives tenet of CRT. This was particularly
important given my commitment to the intersection of equity and qualitative research (Paris &
Winn, 2014). Throughout this study, I aimed to “respect the humanity of the people
[participants] who invite us into their worlds and help us answer questions about education,
social, and cultural justice” (Paris & Winn, 2014, p. xv).
The qualitative method I selected was case study. The purpose of case study is to develop
an in-depth description and analysis of a case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A case could be
described as a bounded system; thus, “a case study is an in-depth description and analysis of a
bounded system” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 37). In the context of this study, the bounded
system was the Youth Equity Council and the MSD in which it operates. Given the bounded
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system, case study best aligned with the research questions as posed and the conceptual and
theoretical frameworks that underpinned this study.
I did not feel quantitative methods would provide an in-depth understanding of the
perspectives of BIPOC youth serving on the Youth Equity Council. The present research fit well
with qualitative methods as qualitative methods allowed for amplifying of voices historically
silenced, counternarratives to be provided, as well as the potential to elicit rich data necessary to
address the research questions as posed.
Setting
The setting for this study was a public school district in a western state. The district is
comprised of 56 schools located throughout two neighboring counties. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics (2018), the demographics of the student population are 81%
White, 1% Black, 10% Latino or Hispanic, and 3% two or more races; 7.1% of families in the
district have incomes below the poverty level.
Participants
Prior to recruiting participants, Institutional Review Board approval was obtained and
permission from the school district was granted (see Appendix A). Purposeful convenience
sampling, a method common to case studies, was used to select the participants for this research
study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Participants were members of the Mountainview School District
Youth Equity Council. The council was formed in February 2021 and currently has 63 members.
Members of the council attend one of the nine middle schools or 10 high schools in the district.
The demographics of the Youth Equity Council are 32% Latino or Hispanic, 19% Black, 17%
White, 19% Asian or Pacific Islander, 11% two or more races, and 2% Middle Eastern. Members
of the Youth Equity Council were selected through an application process wherein they provided

28
their demographics, described an inequity they had experienced within the school system, and
their motivation for wanting to join the council. All founding members were given the
opportunity to continue for the 2021-2022 school year. As some students graduated and some
had conflicting commitments, new members were recruited from schools that were no longer
represented through the same application process; however, only founding members were invited
to be participants for this study.
At the end of a council meeting, founding members were invited to stay and learn more
about the possibility of participating in this study. An overview of the study was provided,
questions were answered, and the consent and assent forms were explained. After the meeting,
the consent and assent forms were emailed to all members who stayed for the meeting and their
parents/guardians. Both the email and the forms were translated and emailed in English and
Spanish. Only students who returned the assent and consent form within the two weeks allotted
were considered for the study. Five students accepted the invitation and returned both the
consent (see Appendix B) and assent form (see Appendix C) so no selection process was
required. Because I did not get too many participants, I did not have to randomize the process in
order not to bias my selection procedures.
Data Collection
Creswell and Poth (2018) emphasized the importance of multiple data sources and
triangulation to substantiate evidence. The use of multiple data sources and triangulation through
uncovering evidence in support of themes across data sources provides validity (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Accordingly, this study utilized multiple data sources including observation, semistructured interviews, and review of documents.
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Review of Documents
Documents are often used in qualitative research to supplement interviews and
observation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Prior to beginning interviews and conducting formal
observations, existing documents were reviewed to establish contextual information. Documents
created by the participants selected to participate in the semi-structured interviews were reviewed
before other data collection methods such as formal observations and semi-structured interviews.
Documents reviewed included applications, reflections, and team mission statements that were
created as part of each participant’s participation in the group.
Observation
“Observations work the researcher toward greater understanding of the case” (Stake,
1995, p. 60). As such, to uncover those moments that increase understanding of the unique case,
Stake (1995) highlighted the need for repeated observation. To gain a greater understanding of
the case and the perspectives of youth participants of the council, three council meetings were
observed over a period of two months (November-December 2021). Each observation was 60 to
90 minutes in duration. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the council was meeting virtually so all
observations were virtual. Although virtual meetings did not allow for engaging the other senses
for data collection as Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested, the focus of observations for this
study was on students’ voice.
As a facilitator of the Youth Equity Council, I engaged in observations as a participantobserver (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Although I co-facilitated the council, the council was youthled, which provided another means for me to engage as a participant-observer. Having worked
with these students since the council started in February 2021, I had established trusting
relationships and rapport with students. This put me in a position to collect authentic data that
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provided valuable insight. Gaining the perspectives of youth is difficult without established
relationships and previous time spent building rapport. As Creswell and Poth (2018) highlighted,
being a participant observer allowed for increased rapport and also allowed me, as the researcher,
to gain an insider’s view. I recorded the virtual meetings and remained as close as possible to the
original transcripts in order to interpret more of the raw data and true experience of the youth
participants.
Semi-Structured interviews
Interview was the primary method for data collection in this study because of its potential
for eliciting the perspective of participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). “The interview is the main
road to multiple realities” (Stake, 1995, p. 64). The research questions outlined in this chapter
were used as a framework for developing the interview questions (see Appendices D and E).
For this study, I conducted two semi-structured interviews with each participant. The first
interview for each participant took place in November 2021 and the second interview took place
in January 2022. All participants were given the option of meeting in person or virtually. All
participants selected the convenience of meeting virtually. Each semi-structured interview was
recorded and lasted approximately 20 to 45 minutes. Interviews were transcribed shortly after
each interview was conducted and shared with participants.
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Data Analysis Methods
Collected data were stored in password-protected files. As recommended by Johnson and
Christensen (2020), data analysis began early on in the study as I alternated between data
collection and data analysis using a cyclical process called interim analysis. Data were carefully
examined before re-entering the field to collect additional data such as between the review of
documents and observations and between observations and the semi-structured interviews (see
Table 1). Interim analysis continued until the perspectives of the youth participants were
understood. Memos, or reflective notes, were kept throughout the research process as a tool for
recording ideas and insights as data were collected and analyzed (Johnson & Christensen, 2020).
The process of coding is central to any qualitative study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In vivo
coding was used for first-round coding to analyze the data; this coding method allowed for the
use of exact words from the participants themselves as codes (Saldaña, 2016). Saldaña (2016)
highlighted the applicability of in vivo coding when working with youth: “The child and
adolescent voices are often marginalized, and coding with their actual words enhances and
deepens an adult’s understanding of their cultures and worldviews” (p. 106).
After in vivo coding was completed, a second style method, pattern coding, was utilized
(Saldaña, 2016). Pattern coding allowed for grouping “into a smaller number of categories,
themes, or concepts” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 236). Pattern coding, interim analysis, and memoing
allowed for emerging thematic ideas to be captured. Once coding was complete and themes were
finalized, the themes were interpreted for findings.
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Table 1
Data Analysis Table
Research Questions

Data Collection

Data Analysis

Q1: How do BIPOC
members of a district
youth equity council
perceive their
understanding of
inequities and motivation
to engage in equity work?

Document review,
semi-structured
interviews

Interim analysis, in
vivo coding, and
pattern coding

Q2: How do BIPOC
members of a district
youth equity council
perceive the relationship
between their school
experience, identity
development, and
participation on the
council?

Document review,
Interim analysis, in
semi-structured
vivo coding, and
interviews, observation pattern coding
of youth equity council
meetings

Q3: How do BIPOC
members of a district
youth equity council view
their participation as
contributing to individual
and community change?

Semi-structured
interview, review of
documents

Interim analysis, in
vivo coding, and
pattern coding

Trustworthiness
As discussed in Chapter 1, I was committed as a qualitative researcher to controlling for
potential bias that might be present in the design and analysis of this study through establishing
trustworthiness. Trustworthiness, sometimes referred to as validity or credibility in qualitative
research, was achieved through several strategies (Johnson & Christensen, 2020). The first
strategy employed for trustworthiness in this study was triangulation. Triangulation provides
validation through cross-checking and looking for convergence on the same conclusion across
multiple data sources. Transcripts and findings were also shared with participants, a strategy to
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promote trustworthiness known as member checking (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Johnson &
Christensen, 2020). “Generating a rick, thick description,” another form of promoting validity
named by Creswell and Poth (2018, p. 263), was employed in this study. Lastly, I consulted with
a leading expert in the field of youth organizing, a strategy often considered the most important
for determining trustworthiness (Tenopir et al., 2015).
Transferability
While generalizability was not the aim of this study, transferability was considered.
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), rich, thick description promotes not only
trustworthiness but also transferability through “a description of the setting and participants of
the study, as well as a detailed description of the findings with adequate evidence presented in
the form of quotes from participant interviews, field notes, and documents” (p. 257). To further
promote transferability, I provided a thorough description of the assumptions made as well as the
research context (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995).
Limitations and Delimitations
This study was limited by the sample size, which did not allow for a truly diverse
representation of the members of the Youth Equity Council on the basis of race, gender, sexual
orientation, age, and grade. The many intersecting identities of members of the council could not
be represented within the constraints of the sample size. An additional limitation was my
relationship with the participants as the founder and one of three facilitators of the council. In
addition to the potential for social desirability bias previously discussed, participant reactivity
could have been impacted as participants adjusted to the role of the interviewee and my role as
the researcher (Maxwell, 2013). While the establishment of a trusting relationship was essential
to the forming of the council so students could speak openly and honestly about their experiences
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and inequities they wanted to address through the council and because participants knew me
outside of the context of this study, their responses might have been influenced.
To account for these limitations, I provided a description of my role as the researcher and
my assumptions in the introduction to this study. Along with the other two facilitators, I worked
hard to create a space for the members of the Youth Equity Council that was conducive to open
and honest dialogue, which could conceivably translate to the data collection for this study.
Additionally, within my researcher’s journal, I continuously reflected on any potential bias and
how I might be influencing participants. Lastly, names were removed from transcripts during the
coding process and all coding schemes were peer-reviewed by a respected scholar in the field of
youth organizing and shared with my advisor.
A major delimitation of this study was the scope of the study and the research sample
being limited to one youth organizing group in a single district. A second delimitation was the
timeline allotted for conducting this study due to the time constraints for completing this
dissertation as well as the need to complete the study within the course of a school year to
account for students who might not continue on the council. While these delimitations limited
the generalizability of the study, the strategies outlined above for transferability aimed to account
for these delimitations.
Summary
In this chapter, I provided a detailed description of the methodology that guided this
study. Case study methodology was selected to investigate the perceptions of five BIPOC
middle and high school students serving on a district Youth Equity Council regarding their
school experience, their activism, and any potential relationship between the two. Specifically, I
wanted to understand how the experiences of BIPOC students sitting on the council might have
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contributed to their participation, identity development, motivation to engage in equity work, and
how they viewed their participation in relation to individual and/or community change. The
participant sample is comprised of five diverse members of the Youth Equity Council. The data
collection methods employed included a review of documents, observations, and semi-structured
interviews. Trustworthiness and transferability were accounted for through various strategies
including triangulation and the use of thick, rich descriptions. Limitations and delimitations were
discussed as well as some of the strategies used to account for both.
In Chapter IV, I provide a rich description of the case before presenting the analyzed data
obtained from interviews, observations, and a review of documents. Data are presented in
relation to and in response to the research questions. Through the presentation of data, I aimed to
privilege the voice of my youth participants. Quotes directly from the participants are presented
as evidence for the findings. Lastly, a culminating summary of the analyzed data is provided.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION OF ANALYZED DATA
Introduction
In deeming research critical, it is thus important to look closely and listen carefully in
order to understand the perspectives and experiences of participants in their own terms
rather than superimposing our own perspectives of what is problematic and needs to be
transformed. (Souto-Manning, 2014, p. 201)
As shared in earlier chapters, the purpose of this case study was to investigate the
perceptions of five BIPOC middle and high school students serving on a district Youth Equity
Council regarding their school experience, their activism, and any potential relationship between
the two. Specifically, I wanted to understand how the experiences of BIPOC students sitting on
the council might have contributed to their participation, identity development, motivation to
engage in equity work, and how they viewed their participation in relation to individual and/or
community change. A better understanding of the perspectives and views of participants serving
on this council has the potential to demonstrate the significance of youth organizing within the
bounds of a school system as well as the importance of youth voice, particularly in equity work
in school systems. Additionally, such an understanding could demonstrate the importance of
these efforts in suburban, predominately White settings.
Central to my commitment to equity and qualitative inquiry has been a commitment to
honoring the voices and lived experiences of participants but also to continually ask myself
throughout the entirety of the research process, ‘Who is this research for?’ When I ask the
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question, ‘Who is this research for?’ I am not asking about audience or about its instrumental
role in my own pursuit of a degree. Rather, I am thinking of the potential beneficiaries of this
research. This question is vital considering my aforementioned commitment and the history of
qualitative research taking without giving anything in return to BIPOC and other marginalized
communities (Ladson-Billings, 2012; Paris & Winn, 2014). This dissertation aimed to give back
to the five students who participated in this study, their larger Youth Equity Council, and their
desire to create lasting change for future students like them. Through my leadership role in the
district and my facilitator role with the council, the outcomes of this study could directly impact
my work with the council as well as equity work in the district where they are enrolled.
Data presented in this chapter were organized around the three research questions:
Q1

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive their
understanding of inequities and motivation to engage in equity work?

Q2

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive the
relationship between their school experience, identity development, and
participation on the council?

Q3

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council view their
participation as contributing to individual and/or community change?

Each research question was supported by analytic categories developed during data
analysis. As described in Chapter III, the analysis was done using in vivo coding to honor the
voices and lived experiences of my participants followed by pattern coding for analysis. Data
used in this inquiry were obtained from multiple data sources including a review of documents,
observations, and interviews. Within each category, I provide descriptions that include
supporting data in the form of participant quotations that represent each category. As I wanted to
stay true to my commitment to honor youth voice, I dutifully reproduced student language as it
was spoken to me, which might include ungrammatical speech, interjections, etc.
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Organization of Chapter
Below I describe “the case,” which is the Youth Equity Council (YEC) and the youth
members I interviewed, as it provides the necessary context for understanding the perceptions
and views of the five youth participants. I begin by supplementing the brief introduction to the
YEC in Chapter I by describing how the council came to be, providing some background and
history. I then describe the format of the council and the organizational structure including
descriptions of the three teams each member of the council served on and the member-created
mission statements. Next, I provide a biographical description of each participant, including age,
race/ethnicity as each participant described it, and pronouns. Other aspects of each participant’s
identity they highlighted during their interview are also included. Then I present the data my
interviews, observations, and review of documents produced, which are grouped by research
question and the analytic categories that arose through my coding process. Finally, I provide a
summary of the chapter.
The Case: Youth Equity Council
Background and History
The MSD’s Youth Equity Council (YEC) was formed in February 2021 to further expand
the conversation around equity. Recognizing the potential of youth when given agency and
viewed through an asset-based lens, I worked with my two co-founders to launch the council and
bring youth voice into the conversation. An email invitation that included the application for the
council in a Google Form was sent to every middle and high school student and their
parent(s)/guardian(s) in January 2021. Members were then selected through an application
process wherein they provided their demographics, described an inequity they had experienced
within the school system, and their motivation for wanting to join the council. Through this
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process, 66 students were selected to be members, representing every middle and high school
across the district.
All founding members were given the opportunity to continue for the 2021-2022 school
year. As some students graduated and others had conflicting commitments, new members were
recruited from schools that were no longer represented through the same application process.
For the current school year, the YEC has 63 members.
As described in Chapter I, the YEC began with two leadership training sessions focused
on identity, youth organizing, and conducting community-based research. Members then formed
three equity issue teams based on issues they found important: Student Rights, Student
Resources, and Students for Anti-Racism. They then worked to address equity issues they
identified from their own school experiences while also collaborating with district leadership, the
larger district Equity Council, and community organizations. During the first semester of their
launch (Spring 2021), the YEC presented to the superintendent and his cabinet and the Board of
Education, provided feedback on their city’s police master plan in partnership with a community
organization, presented to the larger Equity Council on the importance of representation in
curriculum, and supported an elementary class working to increase the number of diverse texts in
their school’s classroom libraries.
During the current school year, much of their work focused on engaging in youth
participatory action research; members conducted focus groups with their peers to increase the
number of youth voices engaged in the process. The YEC then developed equity
recommendations grounded in their participatory action research. In addition to their research
and formal recommendations, the district engaged members of the YEC in other equity efforts.
The following list is not comprehensive but YEC members have served on the Educator
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Effectiveness Committee, the interview committee for the hiring of school safety advocates
following the removal of the School Resource Officer program, a panel for new educator
orientation, and a diverse texts task force.
Youth Equity Council Format
The YEC meets virtually, bi-monthly, with occasional opportunities for in-person
gatherings. The council was founded during the Covid-19 pandemic so opportunities for inperson meetings and gatherings were limited. For the current school year, the YEC continued to
meet virtually via Zoom. When the council first launched, students had asynchronous learning
days on Mondays so the YEC was able to meet for two hours on Mondays bi-monthly. At the
start of the current school year, students returned to in-person learning five days a week so
meetings were switched to one and a half hours bi-monthly in the evenings. One meeting a
month, students spent time in whole group collaboration with some time in teams and one
meeting per month, members spent the entire session working on issues within their teams.
Organizational Structure
Youth on the YEC identified issues of equity most important to them. The following
issues were then used to create three teams that members self-selected to join.
1.

Student Rights: Standing up for our rights to be free of experiencing racism, sexism,
homophobia, and discrimination in our school.

2.

Student Resources: Advocating for student resources in our schools that specifically
support our mental health, undocumented, and LGBTQ+ community.

3.

Students for an Anti-Racist Mountainview School District: We are working to build
school policies and curriculum that are anti-racist, equitable, and fair to all students
of all racial backgrounds and identities.
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After teams were formed, youth members of each team worked collaboratively to draft
the following team missions.
Student Resources: We, the Student Resources for Race, Culture and Identity Team,
believe that there is an absence of education on identity and relevant resources for
students in schools which is a serious problem in our community since it contributes to a
lack of understanding and resources in schools for mental health and self-identity issues.
We propose to address the problem by increasing cultural and identity-relevant student
resources in schools. To work towards change, we intend to work with the district to host
focus groups in Fall 2022 to better understand student needs for identity and culturally
specific resources in their schools.
Student Rights Team Mission: We, the student’s rights YEC Team, in
Mountainview School District believe that lack of education and awareness is a serious
problem in our community and it contributes to the offensive statements, offensive
behaviors, and exclusion of students with marginalized identities. We propose that the
BVSD strive to introduce a curriculum embedded with cultural and racial awareness as
well as annual training for educators that center around anti-discrimination and cultural
awareness. We believe that these changes will help solve the problem by raising
awareness and hope to address it for the 2021-2022 school year. In order to implement
this solution as a team, we intend to incorporate a variety of diverse perspectives from
schools across BVSD in order to see change. We are calling on the school district to
ensure that teachers, administrators, and staff reflect the diversity of the student
population and to evaluate its hiring practices to ensure that district-wide curriculum and
training for teachers are led by diverse educators and facilitators.
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Students for an Anti-Racist Mountainview School District: We, the students for
an Anti-Racist Mountainview School District Team, believe that the lack of
representation in the curriculum is a serious problem in our community, contributing to
deficit narratives and students from non-dominant groups feeling unseen and
undervalued. We propose that BVSD reevaluates the curriculum to include diverse
student voices. We believe that this will help solve the problem by including the voices
of those most impacted by the lack of representation in the curriculum. In order to
implement this solution, we intend to work in collaboration with the district to address
the issue.
Participants’ Biographical Information
Five BIPOC youth members of the YEC participated in this study. All participants were
founding members of the Mountainview School District’s YEC (joined in February 2021) and
were middle school or high school students. Ages ranged from 11-17; all participants were in 6th
through 11th grades. Each participant’s description includes race/ethnicity as they described it,
age, grade, gender, and pronouns (see Table 2). As authors of their own stories, other areas of
each participant’s identity and background they chose to share at the beginning of the first
interview are also included. To protect the anonymity of the participants, each youth participant
selected a pseudonym.
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Table 2
Participant Biographical Information
Participant

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Pronouns

Cory

17

Biracial, African-American & Caucasian

he/him/his

Anthony

16

Black, African-American & MexicanAmerican

he/him/his

Tara

16

Indian, South Asian, and then my
nationality is American

she/her/hers

Da’vante

11

African-American

he/they

Emily

16

Biracial, half White and half Taiwanese

she/her/hers

Cory
Cory is a 17-year-old 11th-grade student. Cory identifies as biracial, African-American
and Caucasian, and male. Cory grew up with both of his parents and his twin sister. His mother
is African-American and his father is White. Cory shared that at times it is challenging that his
dad is unable to see the issues the rest of the family sees. Cory grew up in a small community he
describes as being “super safe” with “not a lot of issues” but “the biggest negative though is
there’s zero diversity.” He first started to understand his racial identity as being different than
others at a young age when he and his family took a trip to Aspen.
I was in Aspen with my mom and she made it very clear to me that my hands couldn’t go
in my pockets. Afterwards, like a couple years later I asked her why and she was like,
honestly, it’s an area with a lot of money and you are an African-American child when
there’s no one else like you around and I just didn’t want somebody to go, oh, he’s the
Black kid who’s trying to steal. So that was, I think the first time I realized, huh, there’s
actually a difference, like who I am versus other people.
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Cory has been a student in the MSD since kindergarten. He recently moved to a new high
school within the same district. Cory shared that there are not a lot of students that are similar to
him: “I’ve been like the only African American child, especially the only biracial child, and then
there’s also very few LGBTQ people, especially gay openly gay males who identify as male.
Yeah, so there’s not a lot of people who are very similar to me.”
Tara
Tara is a 16-year-old 11th-grade student. Tara identifies as female and “Indian, South
Asian, and then my nationality is American.” Tara lives with her mother and father and younger
brother. Tara shared that there is not much diversity in her community or school but “a big
strength is the Indian community here is really strong. Like even though there’s not that many, I
mostly know many of the Indians and I’m really good friends with a lot of them.” Tara shared
another aspect of her identity that was important to her was being a woman and, consequently,
she was passionate about women’s rights.
Tara attends a high school within her home district but it is not her home school. She
open-enrolled in a high school approximately 10 minutes from her home to have increased
opportunities to enroll in advanced course offerings (Advanced Placement and International
Baccalaureate). Her home school had Advanced Placement course options but not International
Baccalaureate. Other than the lack of diversity, Tara liked where she grew up. She shared that in
terms of socioeconomic status, she had some privilege and fell somewhere in the middle with her
peers with her school being “mostly on the richer side of students.” Within both her community
and her school, she was concerned about the general lack of awareness about issues of race,
ethnicity, and gender identity.
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Anthony
Anthony is a 16-year-old 11th-grade student. Anthony identifies as male and “Black,
African-American and Mexican-American.” When asked about other aspects of his identity he
wanted to highlight, Anthony shared his passion for social justice: “I don’t know if this counts as
an identity, but just I feel very passionate about social justice and stuff like that. I think that’s a
big part of me.” Anthony lives with his single mother. Although he did not have as much money
as “kids who have a background that’s more privileged,” Anthony felt his background and
childhood, “at least at home,” was a good one. Anthony was born in what he described as “kind
of a conservative place, not a lot of diversity.” He moved to his current small town within the
MSD when he was six, which he described as having “more diversity now, but I don’t think
there really was growing up, and there is still not as much, but I think it’s getting better.”
Anthony liked his neighborhood, but felt like the lack of diversity created some
challenges for him: “It’s just since I am a Black male walking down the street is, I don’t know. I
get different looks or different things. Even our neighbors calling the police on us for certain
things that don’t matter.” A challenge he faced was not having anyone at school who understood
these issues that he could talk to. While there were a few other Black students who might be able
to relate, “I feel like just because we’re Black doesn’t mean we’re going to be best friends.”
Da’vante
Da’vante is an 11-year-old sixth-grade student. Da’vante is in middle school at a K-8
school. He identified as an African-American male. He shared that he also had some Indigenous
roots. Da'vante lives with his brother, mother, and father. He described his community as being
“very diverse” because “I’m not the only person that’s African-American.”
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He has been a student in the MSD since kindergarten. The majority of peers at his school
are White but there is diversity and he felt the school generally was “very inclusive.” Although
he described his school as being inclusive, when comparing himself to his peers, he reported:
“I’m not treated as equally as the other kids, but yeah, mainly that, and I guess I don’t get all the
privileges that the other kids get too.” He reported that there were not many other AfricanAmerican students. At times, he felt like it was hard to get his voice heard in his school
community but had a different experience “in YEC, they really understand me.”
Emily
Emily is a 16-year-old 11th-grade student. Emily identifies as biracial, “half White and
then half Taiwanese.” Emily is transgender and identifies as female; she shared that her queer
identities were very important to her. During her interview, Emily spent some time explaining
some of the challenges with her intersecting identities.
I think my queer identities are important to me. I’m transgender and so I think that it
definitely has a big impact on how I relate to my Taiwanese identity because I haven’t
told my grandmother because it’s harder for her. And I feel sometimes it can be harder
for people who’ve grown up in Asia or Taiwan and it’s a very strict, they’re very strict
social roles. And I, I just think she’d find it hard to understand, and I don’t really want to
ruin that relationship. And so that, that’s a weird, I guess, intersection of those two
identities.
Emily has been a member of the MSD since second grade. Previously she attended a
Mandarin immersion school in a larger city about 30 minutes from where she currently resides
and attends school. Instruction at the immersion school was in Mandarin and she shared that she
originally learned mathematics and to write using Chinese characters. Emily moved to her
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current residence in second grade and transitioned to an education “where teachers were
speaking English and we weren’t, you know, writing Chinese characters then I kind of knew that
how I started my school career, I guess wasn’t mainstream or you know, what everyone else
does.”
When thinking about how her background compared to other students at her current high
school, Emily felt she was “pretty well off” in terms of socioeconomic status, which she
described as being “pretty similar to a lot of the students that go to [REDACTED].” Emily
shared there was a “decent amount or a population of Asian students” at her high school but she
did not “know of too many people who are mixed-race.” Emily also highlighted the “small queer
population.” Like other participants, Emily also called attention to “the lack of diversity” both in
her community and school.
Results
Derived from virtual interviews, virtual observations, and a review of documents, the
data in this section are presented according to research questions and related analytic categories.
Within each section, I present data in the form of quotations that honor the voice of my youth
participants. Too often in equity work in education, we do not look at the lived experiences of
students because we are distracted by the achievement gap and associated quantitative measures.
With this point of concern in mind as well as the study operating under the tenet of CRT, the
honoring of youth voice through direct quotations in the presentation of data allowed for
participants to begin to share their counternarratives to the quantitative measures they are too
often identified by.
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Research Question 1
Q1

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive their
understanding of inequities and motivation to engage in equity work?

Definitions of Inequity
While participants defined inequity in different ways, there were clear commonalities in
their definitions. The youth participants in this study understood inequity to be mistreatment
based on identity and/or a lack of access. Rather than trying to explain these two understandings
myself, I used the words of my participants to demonstrate their understanding of the meaning of
inequity. Cory, Emily, Da’vante, and Anthony all spoke to being treated differently because of
identity. Cory described inequity as “a part of your identity or something about you as,
somebody to not treat you with the same value that is needed or that I don't want to say deserve,
but like that is required or needed for you to be successful or happy in life.” Cory also gave an
example of his description of inequity from his own education:
I had a teacher tell me over and over again that people like me were not successful in
advanced classes. I knew it couldn’t have had to do with my academic success. I’m a 4.0
student. I’m an honor roll kid. I’ve never had trouble in advanced classes. It couldn’t
have had to do with that. I’m not a kid who does drugs. I’m not a kid who ditches classes.
I don’t fit any of the stereotypes of a student who wouldn’t be successful. So to me after
hearing that I wasn’t the only student of color who had heard it from that teacher, I knew
pretty quickly that my teacher had been discouraging me because I was a person of color
because that is really all there was that would fit that.
Although Cory is a high-achieving student, he perceived his academic potential to be
underestimated because he was a “person of color.” Cory’s description included both an example
of differential treatment because of his (racial) identity and, or at least an attempt, at preventing
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access due to the lower expectations placed on him. He further reported the negative assumptions
made about him according to race extended to other BIPOC peers.
Anthony’s definition and example of inequity from his own lived experience were similar
to Cory’s. Anthony defined inequity as “something that happened to you personally that wasn’t
necessarily fair or not fair and not giving you the same opportunity or privilege.” Anthony’s
example also referenced being discouraged from taking an advanced course due to lower
expectations being placed on him. Additionally, it provided another example of the intersection
of the two understandings of inequity:
I just started high school and I was in a lot of advanced classes, my first time. And my,
one of teachers actually, didn’t think I was, I don’t know. I’m always respectful in my
classes. And I never really talked too much and I don’t think my teacher, my teacher
didn’t believe in me to join the class. It wasn’t even like, he didn’t even get to see my
work or anything. So it wasn’t like he could judge. He just told me, are you, do you think
you’re fit for this class? Like had a meeting with me. And he’s like, this is a really hard
class. And I just don’t think you might be fit for it, which I feel like no matter, like, that’s
just not, no matter who that student you’re talking to, that’s not okay. But I just feel like
it was more racially motivated for him to say those types of things.
It was clear both Anthony and Cory perceived clear bias from their teachers that seemed to be
rooted in stereotypes related to their academic potential. Both participants' descriptions of
inequity presented as deficit-based thinking from their teachers regardless of their academic track
record. It seemed, through the participants' perceptions, their racial identity was enough for their
teachers to assume a deficit paradigm.
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Emily defined inequity similarly to Cory and Anthony: “I would describe inequity as
when someone has to do something extra or has to go out of their way or is treated differently
because of a part of their identity.” While Cory and Anthony’s examples related to their racial
identity, Emily’s related to her transgender identity:
Having access to gender-neutral bathrooms has not been great. And I think it’s really
wonderful that [REDACTED] has two gender-neutral bathrooms, but it’s not great that
they are next to each other and that they are literally as far away as possible from the rest
of the school and that’s then, I mean, I remember in math I was taking a test and there are
bathrooms in that hallway, but I had to walk all the way up to the gym because that, I
mean, that’s where they are near the auditorium. And it, it took away from my time to do
my test, and like that was just frustrating.
Cisprivledge—the entitlement that cisgender bodies are able to move through the world—is
often overlooked (Miller, 2019). This was the case in Emily’s description of an inequity she
faced. While her school had gender-neutral bathrooms, unlike cisgender restrooms, the location
in the school was not considered. Due to her transgender identity, Emily lacked the cisgender
privilege of the majority of her peers who did not have to think about accessing bathrooms at
school. As Emily described, this access issue had a direct impact on not only her school
experience but potentially her academic performance.
Da’vante, the youngest participant in this study, defined inequity as “Not being treated
equally. Not being treated fairly, just because of maybe who you are or what you identify as.”
Da’vante gave an example from when he was in elementary school and he was disciplined for
something he felt was unfair:
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We were playing tag and I went to tag somebody and I put my arms around them so they
didn’t get away. My friend tried to run away and my arms slipped up and the teacher
thought that I was trying to choke her and some other kids did it and they, of course, were
White and they didn’t get in trouble.
Similar to other participants, Da’vante reported differential treatment as a result of his racial
identity. Within his description, there was an implication that he was also not able to explain
what happened to his teacher, which was yet another form of marginalization.
Finally, Tara’s definition of inequity had some similarities to Anthony’s but connected
most with the work of the team she was on within the council, Student Resources: “I always
think about equality vs. equity where equality is making sure everyone’s final goal is equal and
then equity is making sure that you’re providing the resources to ensure that they can get the
same goal.” Having the resources necessary to reach your educational goals was a matter of
access. Tara did not directly connect to personal experiences when describing inequities; a
presumed assumption as to why this might be the case is discussed in Chapter V.
The second part of this research question was aimed at getting an understanding of the
motivations participants had for joining YEC and if there was a connection to their
understanding of inequities or any of the previously discussed related experiences.
Motivations
The data collected around motivation were obtained through a review of participants’
applications to join YEC as well as interview questions that directly asked about motivations:
“What motivated you to apply to be on the Youth Equity Council?” or “What experiences have
you had that may have informed your participation in the council?” From these data sources, it
was clear the majority of participants said their lived experiences of being othered, marginalized,
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and/or mistreated and a desire to create change and make things better for future students like
them motivated them to participate in equity work.
Negative Motivation: Experience of Harm. The lived experiences of the participants in
this study spoke to the need to expand the focus of school districts from the singular focus on the
achievement gap to include addressing the realities of racism, othering, and marginalization these
students faced in the day-to-day experiences in schools (Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings,
2016; Quinn, 2020). Anthony spoke to how difficult it was dealing with daily microaggressions
and being repeatedly discriminated against:
I just feel like I want the district to know what's happening in the district, whether it's our
personal stories, telling them about our microaggressions or how we've been, that we've
been discriminated against and we have a lot of BIPOC students have to go through their
whole entire time in the district and even throughout our life. And I just want them to
know that it’s, it’s really, it’s hard.
He also spoke to the racial trauma he experienced being mistreated in schools:
Teachers treating me differently. People not listening to me, I think that's definitely
shaped a lot like who I am and definitely why I'm passionate about a lot of this stuff,
because it was kind of a lot of racial trauma and then I don't want that to happen to other
kids, you know, or myself still.
Anthony spoke more than once about his lived experiences in schools motivating him to
participate on the council: “I think it plays a part in me serving it and definitely is like one of the
reasons I am on the council is because of the racism I have been through in school.”
On his application to join the YEC, Cory called attention to a particularly troubling
experience of being bullied because of his race and sexual orientation. Cory’s experience with
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cruel and horrendous differential treatment from his peers extended beyond the physical
boundaries of the school:
I have been called the n word a few times, been harassed online by students in my school
and other and been bullied for being black and gay many times. The worst was on
snapchat. It was election day this year. They were calling me the n word, the homophobic
f word and sending photos from instagram, my friends instagrams and my parents
instagram. They said the reason I was gay is because I was touched and raped by my dad.
I want to stop this from happening to me or others in the future.
Cory took the unthinkable harm from this horrendous experience and, admirably, used it as
motivation to create change so no one else had to experience such cruelty.
Da’vante’s interviews and application to join the YEC speak to the impact teachers could
have on a student. Da’vante returned numerous times across all three data sources to his
experiences with his second-grade teacher and the impact being what drove him to want to apply
for the YEC: “When I had my racist teacher, it kind of made me want to do something about it.”
This excerpt, like others from Da’vante, spoke to a perceived racial stereotype attributed to his
racial identity as a Black male. Da’vante reported this experience with racial stereotyping
continued throughout the entire school year. Like Cory, Da’vante wanted to be a part of change
as a result of his negative experience.
Emily highlighted both anti-transgender legislation and the way she continued to feel
excluded from many areas of her education due to existing binary structures:
I feel that there are still a lot of still binary structures, like with sports and we just, well,
not recently but a month ago we had homecoming and we still had a homecoming king
and queen. And I think, I mean, that’s just a minor thing, but there are other things like
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with sports and everything that really exclude queer people and people that don’t really
identify or people who identify as non-binary or, you, know, don’t necessarily fit into the
binary structure.
The overrepresentation of school policies, systems, and structures reinforced cisheteronormativity despite transgender policies in place in the district. These binary systems of assigned
gender only further excluded Emily and other students who were not cis-hetero. While she
presented the example as being ‘minor’ in reality, she spoke to the ways these systems excluded
queer people, which was yet another way Emily was marginalized for not fitting the dominant
narrative.
Positive Motivation: Desire to Create Change. The majority of participants linked their
lived experience being othered, marginalized, or mistreated with their desire to create change—
not just for themselves but to make things better for future students like them. Cory saw the YEC
as “an opportunity to make sure that students hopefully don't have to hear and see and experience
some of the things I've experienced.” He later named wanting to create change for younger
students to never have to experience the things he had experienced as one of his driving factors
for being on the council:
I very strongly feel like the things I've experienced are things, some of them are things
that you would hope you would never be able to wish upon anybody. And that there are
things that I hope younger kids who are like me never have to experience or that I can do
something to help reduce how often it happens. So yeah, it's pretty much one of my
driving factors.
It was clear Cory’s reasoning for contributing countless hours to the work of the YEC was his
own experiences of harm and the desire to make sure students who came after him had a more
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positive schooling experience. Cory’s desire for change centered around acceptance and
belonging. He extended this desire for acceptance and belonging for other students beyond peer
relationships to include representation: “I hope to be a part of changes that make sure that
students feel accepted and acknowledged in school, that their identities are educated on, and that
they are represented in their education.”
Similar to Cory, Anthony highlighted the work of the YEC as a place where he could
create positive change in relation to his experiences in school: “A lot of things that have
happened to me in the past and still are in schools, always motivate me to create change,
especially with the Youth Equity Council. I just feel it's important and I feel the council is a
really good resource for us to create change.” Likewise, Emily’s desire to create change was also
connected to her lived experience that also centered around acceptance and belonging. She
recalled her middle school experience and her feelings of not fitting in because of her racial
identity and wanting to be a part of changing that dynamic:
I think at my middle school, a lot of the groups that would form of people would be
solely based on socioeconomic status or race, and as someone who is biracial, I was just
really worried because I didn’t feel like I fully fit in with one group. And so that was
really weird and I thought, I felt very strongly that I wanted to change that, I guess,
dynamic…”
Emily expressed feelings that she did not feel like she fit in any group because of her biracial
identity. While it was harder to pick up on body language in virtual interviews, it was clear from
Emily’s diverted eye gaze and the length of time it took for her to return her focus to the screen
the strong emotions still tied to her feelings that her biracial identity excluded her from a number
of groups. This experience that raised such strong emotions was a motivating factor for Emily
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and something she continued to strongly commit to changing through her participation on the
YEC.
On her application to join the council, Tara called attention to the Black Lives Matter
movement and related prejudice; she believed that with the focus on youth, the YEC had the
potential to create change:
In 2020, despite the harsh consequences of the pandemic, the Black Lives Matter
movement received more attention than ever before; certain aspects of the media brought
immense criticism upon the Black population and created an even bigger divide in the
country through the coined phrase, "all lives matter." This huge prejudice that lies in
many of those who oppose the movement stems from their upbringing and childhood
environment. This is the exact reason as to why I feel so passionately about joining this
Youth Equity Council. I believe that it has the potential to actually change people for the
better as we are aiming to educate students in their youth.
Again, in contrast to the other participants, Tara’s motivation did not connect directly to her
personal experience. Rather, it spoke to how seeing others experience injustice motivated her to
want to create change.
Research Question 2
Q2

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive the
relationship between their school experience, identity development, and
participation on the council?

Relationship Between Identity,
School Experience, and
Participation
All participants noticed a relationship between their school experience, identity
development, and participation on the council. In terms of school experience, all participants
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shared the sense of nonbelonging simply in virtue of White cisheteronormativity against which
they stood out as ‘other.’ They all shared stories of being othered through peer and teacher
microaggressions as well as having the normativity of White cishetero-personhood constantly
reinforced through its overrepresentation in teaching staff and curriculum. For those reasons,
despite identifying in ways different from one another, the participants experienced the YEC as a
place of connection with others who shared similar experiences, engendering a solidarity across
intersectional identities. So, the data from participant interviews were analyzed into the
following categories: Standing Out in the School Environment, Teacher Microaggressions or
Racist Treatment, Peer Microaggressions or Racist Treatment, Representation: Curriculum,
Representation: Teaching Staff, and Connection Through the YEC.
Standing Out in the School Environment. All participants shared experiences of
feeling as though they stood out, or were made to stand out, thanks to the general homogeneity
of their school environments in which whiteness and cisheternormativity appeared to be the
standard. The participants’ comments across data collection methods suggested they felt, or were
made to feel, like oddities. They also expressed a desire for greater diversity in their schools in
general. For instance, Emily underscored how problematic it was that “people don’t really think
about the lack of diversity.” Da’vante expressed that with greater diversity, he would not be
treated like an oddity: “I wouldn't be the only person. I wouldn't be called out for as much.” Tara
recalled that, unlike her peers, her not fitting into the homogeneity of her school environment
meant she stood out to her peers: “Like school where people were kind of calling out my
differences, not necessarily a bad thing to ask what something is, but just a realization for me.”
As previously shared, Cory is in the 11th grade but mentioned prior to joining the YEC
and connecting to other students who looked like him, not only was he “one of the very few kids
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who aren’t white and also again, one of the very few kids who isn’t straight” but also his “best
friend was the only biracial kid or African-American kid I ever knew.” Thus, throughout the
entirety of his education, Cory had experienced this sense of not belonging due to standing out
against the homogeneity of White cisheteronormativity.
Anthony found this daily reminder of the lack of diversity in school to be a constant
reminder that he was different from his peers in a way that made him feel like he did not belong.
He shared the following experience:
It kind of feels like I'm an animal in a zoo, like people are watching me because I'm one
of the only Black kids and I think it's just hard when nobody else looks like you or
nobody else can relate to certain things that you're either going through as a Black person
or yeah.
This powerful analogy from Anthony suggested these feelings of being othered led to him
feeling less human. This feeling of being othered was amplified for Anthony following the
killings of George Floyd, Brionna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery, which led to the Black Lives
Matter protests in the summer of 2020:
I feel, especially this year, they don’t know a lot of Black people or people who look like
me. So they’re automatically first thought is to ask me, just like kind of like
microaggressions...because they care about the whole Black Lives Matter Movement like
asked me if this is okay or what should I do in this situation? Or can you help me talk at
this event for that? And sometimes it feels like, is it just cause I’m the only Black kid?
Also, it’s like, I don’t know everything too.
Even though the intent might be perceived as positive, the intent continued to make Anthony feel
like he stood out, which further spoke to why the participants desired greater diversity in their
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schools. Students also spoke to the feelings of being othered or standing out as a result of teacher
microaggressions or racist treatment.
Teacher Microaggressions or Racist Treatment. Across all forms of data collection,
but particularly in their interviews, participants discussed schooling experiences that were
apparent examples of microaggressions or racist treatment from teachers. These
microaggressions and racist treatment experienced from a predominately White teaching staff
were yet other ways students were othered in the school environment. While this treatment could
have fit under the previous category, the data analysis process indicated a need to underscore that
participants felt othered by both teachers and peers due to microaggressions and racist treatment.
In his application to be on the YEC, Anthony wrote about stereotypes from his teachers:
“I have experienced throughout my whole academic career are stereotypes about me from my
teachers, about who I am as a student and person based on the color of my skin.” This statement
coincided with his interview:
I felt like, they just assume that I was going to be a bad kid, one because I'm a Black
male, like male boy who's going to mess around. I don't know what they thought, what
their bias were, but that has, I always felt that judgment from almost all of my teachers
when I first walk in.
This deficit thinking had a negative impact on his identity as a Black male: “I never felt too
much like, oh, I was Black until it was in a negative way, like when people would say things that
are not okay or treat me different than other kids.” Microaggressions by definition are
commonplace; consequently, Anthony’s experience of his teachers subscribing to stereotypes
about Black males, which resulted in repeated microaggressions, negatively contributed to his
racial identity development.
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Da’vante spoke often in his interview about being disproportionately disciplined: “I
wasn't treated fairly and I was always the one to, when I was ever around somebody else that got
hurt they always assumed it was me. And I could go into a whole lot of stories about that.”
Additionally, whether intentional or unintentional, his teacher failing to learn how to correctly
spell his name had a lasting negative impact on him. He highlighted this when talking about an
inequity he had experienced: “My second grade teacher never spelled my name right, even when
we told her several times.” Showing care through correctly learning how to pronounce and spell
a student’s name signals to a student that their teacher cares about them and acknowledges them
and their importance in the class. By not learning how to correctly spell Da'vante, his teacher
sent the opposite message to Da’vante; i.e., he did not belong and his existence in class was not
important to her.
Acknowledging students and their identities is important. Despite the importance, Cory
argued that most teachers did not do this: “Acknowledgment of people's ethnicities, identities,
cultures is something that most teachers don't do. I feel very strongly that teachers of different
ethnic backgrounds and of different identities are better at that than people who are part of the
majority.” Emily also called attention to those who were not part of the cishertero majority:
“Also really ensuring that our schools aren't reinforcing the idea that everyone is going to be
cisgender and straight and that's just not, that's just not how life works.” Having experienced
microaggressions related to her gender identity, Emily wanted to emphasize the importance of
not reinforcing this aspect of the majority or dominant culture.
While Tara recognized that perhaps the negative experiences from teachers were
unintentional, a characteristic of microaggressions, they still caused harm to her cultural identity
at a young age:
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I think certain teachers would not, not that they were trying to be disrespectful, but they
just didn't really understand certain cultural things that I would do. I think growing up,
just their confusion at certain aspects of my culture was really confusing and would make
me think that I was in the wrong or something and that my culture was wrong.
Similar to other participants, this experience made Tara feel like something was wrong with her.
Students look to their teachers for guidance and this teacher’s guidance suggested to Tara that
there was something wrong with her non-mainstream culture, negatively contributing to her
cultural identity.
As previously mentioned, these experiences were not limited to the teaching staff.
Participants also discussed microaggressions and racist treatment they experienced from peers.
Again, while this was another form of ‘othering,’ it felt particularly important to highlight that
students were experiencing these microaggressions or racist treatment across stakeholder groups
in their school environments.
Peer Microaggressions or Racist Treatment. Several participants described school
experiences that were examples of microaggressions or racist treatment from peers.
Microaggressions or racist treatment might or might not have been an intentional means for
causing harm. However, this was irrelevant. Regardless of the intention, the clear impact on
students spoke to the sense of nonbelonging simply by virtue of the White cisheternormativity
their peers measured them against and the way they used this to ‘other’ participants.
When discussing how race or racism might have shaped his school experience, Anthony
spoke to interactions with his peers. He described an experience with microaggressions and
students touching his hair, which was different from the White norm previously underscored:
“Being with other students, like a lot of microaggressions, like people touching my hair, asking
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me questions that are not really appropriate. Stuff like that.” Anthony also talked about not
feeling understood by his peers as ‘the only Black kid,’ which further contributed to a sense of
nonbelonging: “I never got to really embrace my Black culture, I guess. Yeah. I always had to
kind of just stay quiet about it and not a lot of people would, I don’t know, understand me as the
only Black kid too.”
Similar to Anthony’s description above, Cory provided an example that likely was not a
desire to cause harm but the impact contributed to him standing out. When speaking about his
peers in one of his interviews, Cory recalled how inquisitive his peers were but in a way that was
not always respectful. Like Anthony, he also had a negative experience with his peers intrusively
touching his hair:
They’re very inquisitive, but not always in like the respectful way. Like until seventh
grade, I never knew this was kind of a weird thing, but people would just walk over and
like pet me and just like rub my hair and be like, whoa, that’s so cool. Now I think of it,
it’s hair. I don’t really understand why so and so like obsessed with it or why it’s such a
cool thing. And like when I hear other stories, it’s actually really weird that people just
walk up to me. Sometimes, people, I don’t know and they just like pet me during school.
Like it’s, I think things like that, like people don’t necessarily know the right way to be
inquisitive. So it leads to rude questions.
Cory’s language here was incredibly powerful. The lived experience of “being petted”
emphasized the kind of othering that made the one being touched into something other than
human. People do not pet humans; they pet dogs for example. The fact that Cory selected this
particular language suggested the very act was dehumanizing for him and this form of
dehumanizing was coming from his peer.
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Later in the interview, Cory also recalled the first time he was called the N-word and the
overuse of the F-slur in his high school during his interview:
Eighth grade, I was in my math class and a kid that didn’t like me very much called me
the n-word. It’s the first time I ever experienced that or realized like I knew it was an
awful slur. I knew it was used against people like me, but it’d never been used against
me. I never knew how that felt. In high school, the f-slur is thrown around pretty
consistently, unfortunately.
The offensive language used by his peers was language selected specifically for other students
who, like Cory, did not fit into the White cisheteronormativity. While one slur was directed at
Cory and the other might not be, I would argue the harm caused by the language of both slurs
was intentional. Students knew the meaning of the words and chose to use them in a derogatory
manner.
Here, Tara’s examples underscored a tenet of CRT—the importance of intersectionality.
Tara has since quit the Speech and Debate team but recalled being made to feel lesser than
because she was a woman:
I quit this year, but I used to do Speech and Debate and I think that there, there was a lot
of sexism in that people, there was there’s a lot of men just tried to downplay like women
debaters and they just think that they were going to win. And I think that some of it came
from them being men and they would sort of make sexist comments and be like, oh, she’s
just a girl. You got this, bro.
The microaggressions students experienced that contributed to their school experience were
experienced across their intersecting identities. This consideration to intersecting identities is

64
important to keep in mind as we move from interpersonal forms to more structural or systemic
forms of nonbelonging or being ‘othered.’
Representation: Curriculum. The majority of participants called attention to the lack of
representation in the curriculum and the impact of not seeing themselves represented or, more
specifically, positively represented in the curriculum. For instance, Tara argued that teachers
should “incorporate more diversity in their curriculum, whether it be books in English or history
teachers acknowledging race in history.” Cory shared this was one of the main issues he had
been working on in the YEC: “Right now, I think the main ones are student representation,
ethnicity-wise, like in their curriculum.” One of the ways Cory defined future success in his
youth organizing work was “first and foremost, feeling more represented, whether that’s in my
curriculum, with the adults in my schools, things like that.”
Emily explained how powerful it was the first time she saw herself positively represented
in the curriculum: “It just allowed me to see, you know, part of my identity in what I was
learning. Well, part of that identity in what I was learning in a way that I really hadn't before, and
that was really powerful.” The opposite of this feeling was the feeling when students did not see
themselves represented. Emily called attention to what she referred to as ‘the overemphasis of
White male voices’:
Throughout middle school and then in freshman year we had read a lot of books by White
men. Or mostly already dead that, and it really felt like they were trying to prioritize or
not prioritize, but overemphasized those voices when they have already been, I mean
already in history class, we’re talking about Christopher Columbus and you know, [air
quotes] explorers discovering America.
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She went on to add her concerns about the potential impact and how widespread the issue
was:
And so I think that can really certainly change someone’s view to think that the only
people that have really done anything important are White men. You know, that’s who
we should listen to. And that’s who should be leading groups of people. And I don’t
know, I don’t think that’s necessarily intentional but it’s, it’s certainly built into our
system.
In education, we often speak to how identity is impacted when students do not see themselves
represented in the curriculum. Rarely do we speak to the alternate message Emily underscored
during one of her interviews. Not only did she call attention to the alternate message when White
male voices were overemphasized and while she was not sure about the intentionality, she
convincingly argued the message was built into our systems.
Anthony also spoke to the overrepresentation of whiteness and the lack of representation
of his own culture. While Emily shared her views of the potential widespread impact, Anthony
also commented on the individual impact:
I think it's important that we first of all, learn the truth in our classes and then also learn,
embrace other people's cultures, not just White history that has nothing really to do with
me. It doesn't make me feel good about myself either when I'm only learning about White
history.
The negative impact of not seeing himself represented in the curriculum further added to the
harm Anthony had experienced. Tara more generally spoke to a teacher’s willingness to discuss
the topic of race or not and how this was an indication to her if a teacher was a good teacher or
not: “Typically the bad ones, they shy away from like topics. Like when they're teaching the
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Civil War, they won't really fully dive into how much of a portion race played in the entire
American history versus better teachers.”
While Anthony wanted teachers to teach in a way that encouraged students to embrace
other people’s cultures, Tara was hoping teachers would simply not avoid the topic of race or
racism in their subject areas. For Anthony, though, it was not just representation or simply
talking about race. Rather, he underscored the importance of positive representation: “Another
thing that's really hard is the representation of my culture and others in the curriculum and not
being shown in a positive light or just showing the negative parts of our history or making others
look at my culture, for example, as nothing more than that.” So while it was important to bring
up the role of race in a historical context, positive representation seemed to carry even more
weight for Anthony. His words communicated that positive representation was important not just
for his own identity but how others viewed his culture.
Emily extended the importance of positive representation to language: “I think we should
offer Chinese as a language. When we look at the languages that we are teaching, they're all in
the same region of the world, which is where a lot of our histories focus.” The messaging here
was European languages and European histories were of greater value than ‘other’ languages and
histories. While this overemphasis might not be intentional, Emily’s point highlighted why when
doing equity work we must bring youth voice into the work so we can correct issues quantitative
measures never gave rise to.
Anthony very passionately connected this lack of representation to the continuation of
police brutality and racism in society as well as his own personal fears for his life living as a
Black male in American society:
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I think some of the main are police brutality and well, one police brutality and seeing one,
I just fear for my life too, as a Black male, like walking down the street and seeing people
who look like you being shot and killed that, it traumatizes me, makes me sad. It makes
me frustrated. So I think that is something that I’ll always be passionate about. And then
another thing that I’m really passionate about is Ethnic Studies in schools. I feel like it’s
important that we have other backgrounds, cultures, and diversity of histories in our
schools and what we’re learning about, because if we don’t and it’s just always, it always
has a, if our history classes always just have a negative viewpoint on people of color’s
cultures, it’s just going to keep the cycle of racism going in students and in our society.
The discouragement in Anthony’s eyes as he spoke to the curriculum in his schools contributing
to the cycle of racism in society was widely apparent. For him, this was not a simple matter and
while having our identities affirmed is important, Anthony’s description highlighted for him
these necessary changes felt like a matter of life or death.
Representation: Teaching Staff. In addition to representation in the curriculum, Cory,
Tara, and Anthony also called attention to the lack of representation in the teaching staff. All
three of these youth participants were less than three semesters away from completing their MSD
education and the number of BIPOC teachers they had had ranged from zero to three. Students
were not asked about the number of BIPOC educators directly, which also signified the role
representation, or lack thereof, in their teaching staff played in their school experience.
Tara recalled, “Something I was thinking about the other day is that I have never, ever in
my life had a not White teacher.” That number was not much different for Cory: “My one and
only African-American teacher that I’ve ever had was biracial like me.” Anthony was clearly
disheartened to share that he had “had maybe three teachers of color, like throughout my life.”
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Both Anthony and Cory recalled the positive influence and impact of the BIPOC educators they
did have. Cory recalled how his identity was reaffirmed when he saw representation in his
teachers:
My one and only African-American teacher that I’ve ever had was biracial like me and
she emphasized the importance of identities. I had my first gay teacher now, as of I think
four years ago. And once again, he emphasized the importance of these issues and he
talks about like in World History, how the importance of the LGBTQ community or
people who are not of just the majority in a religion, like the different types of minorities,
and like emphasizing it.
He later expanded on this and why it was so important to him to have teachers with shared
identities:
Not seeing adults like me in schools, it’s really nice seeing a successful adult that’s
African-American or gay because it’s not, I don’t see it very often. And it’s a good, like
reassurement that people like me are not exempt from the success that we see every
single day. You know, the people in the spotlight generally don’t represent me and
seeing that there are people who are even remotely successful or thrive in this world, that
really helps me.
Cory clearly demonstrated why representation mattered to students on the margins who needed
to see that people who looked like them or had similar intersecting identities to them could be
successful, whether that was in education or extended further into success in other professions.

Anthony felt inspired by his U.S. History teacher, who was a Black woman:
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She made history not so whitewashed. And she kind of like, she discussed, I think she
kind of inspired me to start talking about Ethnic Studies because she discussed a lot of
stuff that she wasn’t even really supposed to be teaching that much, but a lot about Black
culture, some of the achievements and a lot of, definitely the truth about Indigenous
people and how they got their land taken away and just killed for no reason. Just a lot of,
she didn’t sugarcoat it. And I thought she was very passionate about what her job was.
And she was just really, created a good relationship with her kids. And I thought that was
good. So she’s one of my favorite teachers.
The connections Anthony felt to this teacher positively motivated him to want to create change.
What he experienced in her class, the way she presented the subject matter, highlighted Black
culture, and told the truth about Indigenous land was something Anthony felt was important
enough that all students should experience. If we connect back to the previous section, for
Anthony, this teacher was contributing to breaking the cycle of racism in society and he hoped
through the YEC to build on that through the creation of an Ethnic Studies course.
While, like Anthony, all participants had hopes for what they wanted to get out of YEC,
many did not know what they would personally get out of it. Through data analysis, an emerging
theme was the connection students experienced through their participation on the YEC.
Connection Through the Youth Equity Council. As highlighted in the previous
analytic category descriptions in their own words, the lack of diversity, the lack of
representation, and the microaggressions and racist treatment by both peers and teachers made it
difficult for youth participants to feel a sense of belonging in their schools. With the YEC having
diverse participants from across the district, the space created by the council offered something
missing from each of the participants’ schools. However, it was not just the diversity of the
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participants that created connection. Despite members having differing intersecting identities, the
youth participants in this study experienced solidarity across intersecting identities, further
solidifying for them that YEC was a place of connection.
Cory highlighted this experience of connection provided by YEC being very different
from any of his previous experiences: “I think like being around people who looked like me, who
sounded like me, acted like me, believed similar things to me in a way that I had not experienced
before.” Anthony added that the connection offered by the YEC made him feel not so alone:
“And I guess just me being Black, having other students who do look like me and have similar
experiences, that's definitely, I mean it's obviously sad to hear about those experiences, but it
makes me feel not alone too.” Emily too recognized how uncommon it was to be in such a
diverse space and appreciated being in a space with others like her:
And obviously, in our schools a lot of our classmates are White and we don’t meet a lot
of other queer students and the Youth Equity Council is such a great space because we
get to see that we have a lot of diverse voices in our district. And I think that’s really cool
because we don’t really always see that in our schools.
Anthony expanded on this idea by adding the shared common goal. Previously, I
highlighted Anthony’s challenge with not having anyone in school who could relate to his
challenges as a Black male so the YEC space provided something for Anthony that was missing
from school: “I think the main thing is being with people who one, are fighting for the same
similar things to you and to people who come from similar backgrounds and identities and
culture.” Unfortunately, Anthony was not provided this experience until he was in the second
semester of his 10th-grade year. However, Da’vante was able to experience this at the end of his
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fifth-grade year: “It's just a really nice place to be at because I can share how I feel and nobody
will judge me based off of it. And like, I just feel really, really nice there.”
When discussing the first research question and the motivations students had for joining
the council, all participants spoke of a hope for change. This section spoke to what they each got
out of participation thus far on the YEC: a sense of belonging or of not being non-standard.
While the desire to create change might have impelled students to apply for the YEC, this section
added a dimension of their experience they found to be valuable after joining the YEC. The next
section further elaborates on what students got from the experience of serving on the YEC.
Research Question 3
Q3

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council view their
participation as contributing to individual and/or community change?

Individual Change Narratives
All participants spoke to changes they had personally experienced through their
participation on the YEC. They all shared stories that indicated their participation led to an
individual change. These changes were not what students indicated they wanted from joining the
YEC but instead spoke to what they got out of the experience. Analytic categories within
individual change narratives that were most prevalent included Pride or an Increased
Understanding of Identity, Confidence in Own Voice, Sense of Agency, and Hope.
Pride or an Increased Understanding of My Identity. Being the youngest participant
by several years, Da’vante’s responses might have lacked the same depth or breadth of other
participants but there was power in many of his statements. When discussing the impact of
participating on the YEC on his identity, Da’vante responded, “When I was younger, I thought
I’m Black, but now I think I am Black and I’m proud of it.” Cory saw a similar change in his
identity: “I think it helped me be proud of who I was. Before that, I had some rough times being

72
an African American gay kid especially in school.” Likewise, Anthony shared that he “really
started embracing my culture, Black culture and my Mexican culture and really knowing who I
was and what just, like loving skin color and myself really.”
Emily shared that before being on the YEC, “I didn’t really view myself as a leader really
in any way.” After participating on the YEC, not only did she view herself as a leader, she found
equity work to be extremely rewarding. So much so that she now considered it “part of my
identity and kind of what I want to do and the person I want to be.” The shift in Emily’s identity
was such that she now considered the work of the council to be part of her identity.
In terms of self-identity, participants indicated they developed a higher degree of
confidence. This higher sense of self-identity, combined with the desire of participants to be
change agents, likely was directly connected to the increase in confidence in participants using
their own voices to advocate for change.
Confidence in Own Voice. Several students spoke to the importance of youth voice in
their initial interviews but rarely did they connect this to using their own voices to advocate for
change until the second interview when they reflected on how their participation on the YEC
impacted them personally or how participation had influenced how they viewed themselves or
their place in their school or larger community.
Emily spoke to the increased responsibility that came with serving on the YEC. This
increased responsibility required her to use her own voice to advocate for change: “When I'm on
the council I kind of feel a responsibility to kind of promote issues that are important to me and
are also important to people I know in BVSD, so more specifically like promoting queer issues
and concerns.”
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Emily also shared she now recognized the importance of using her voice beyond the YEC as
well:
I think hearing a lot of the experiences of other people in the district and hearing things
that I never noticed or I haven’t experienced as well, made me more aware about those
issues. And because of that, I now know if I see this, then I should say something and I
should always be making sure that in every space that someone doesn’t have to live a bad
experience, I guess.
While students had differing intersecting identities, the solidarity and connectivity experience
through participation on the YEC led Emily to recognizing the need to speak up and use her
voice to advocate even when the experience was not her own. In the same manner, Da’vante also
expressed increased confidence in using his voice beyond the council: “It helps me understand
how important it is to stand up for yourself and others when you’re facing racism in schools.”
Anthony revealed he “used to be really shy and quiet” but the YEC changed that for him
when it came to speaking up about social justice: “I think it's definitely influenced me just being
able to speak better, public speak better, and just being more of a leader and opening up too.” He
also noticed an increase in his confidence when engaging with others around issues where he
previously would feel silenced:
I feel like I’m more confident in speaking out for myself and like advocating for myself
and knowing what’s right and wrong. If someone just said something that was totally not
appropriate to me about my culture or race, I can actually understand that and think that’s
not right. And yeah, just, I guess being more confident in advocating for myself and not
just staying silent.
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Da’vante shared he now wanted to speak at every board meeting after recognizing he
contributed to some recent board decisions by doing so including the ending of the SRO (School
Resource Officer) program and the removal of minstrel songs: “I feel like I have an urge to speak
at every single board meeting and everything like, I'm just more aware about racism and how
people aren't always treated fairly.” For Da’vante, the increase confidence came after he saw
how powerful his youth voice could be, i.e., the change he could contribute to. With this
increased confidence, many participants spoke in ways that suggested they also were beginning
to recognize their agency.
Sense of Agency. Through my observations, I believed all youth participants
demonstrated a sense of agency through their participation with the YEC. When I speak of
agency, I am more specifically talking about youth agency, which speaks to the desire and ability
of these youth participants to drive change. So, while I recognized youth agency in the
participants, I was more concerned with whether they recognized youth agency in themselves.
While they of course did not name it directly, participant stories suggested they did recognize a
sense of agency in themselves, albeit they might have arrived at this discovery in different ways.
Several students referenced getting the opportunity to speak to board members and how
this demonstrated to them their power to create change. Tara, for example, spoke to her surprise
that she could speak to the Board of Education: “Yeah, especially like when we got to meet like
the entire [REDACTED] board it definitely gave me a new look that, oh wait, I can actually like
meet these people that are really high up and have a lot of power.” Both Emily and Cory also
highlighted getting to speak to the school board and the impact of their school board’s
engagement when listening to what they had to say.
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Some of the participants’ stories highlighted youth agency development when they spoke
about how their participation with the YEC had changed how they approached some of the
negative school experiences described in previous sections. For instance, Cory changed how he
thought about his learning: “It takes my viewpoint of the things I experienced in school from it’s
happening to it’s happening, but this is what I can do about it.” Additionally, Da’vante felt
empowered to stand up for what was right at school now; whereas before, his stories suggested
he often felt silenced in school: “I stand up for what is right and don’t take no for an answer.”
Perhaps the greatest sense of developing youth agency was all students answered yes to
viewing their participation on the YEC as a form of youth activism or organizing. For instance,
Tara described youth organizing as “using your own voice as youth to advocate for other people
that don’t have the same platform, same opportunities as you, and making sure that you’re using
your youth voice to step into an activist role for other youth.” She added that the work the
council was doing “it’s really important, the work that we do and that we’re representing the
district and my own school so yeah, I think in certain ways I am.” Anthony agreed:
Yes, definitely because I feel like really the main thing we do is one, share our
experiences and ideas and two, just expressing what we are passionate about and what we
went through and we want to change that for future generations, and doing events like the
Juneteenth event and going to leadership panels, different just opportunities and things
that I feel like we do and share. Definitely are youth as youth activist group for sure.
For Anthony, his sense of agency seemed to develop the more he experienced through his
participation (i.e., participating on panels, planning and hosting events, etc.).
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Community Change Narratives
The YEC was less than a year old at the time these interviews were conducted so
community change narratives were expressed mostly in the form of hopes. For most participants,
their hopes for community change directly aligned with their motivation for joining the YEC.
Tara, thinking of the YEC as a community, recognized that change in even just one member was
a success: “So in the council, even if we have just one person feel more accepted in their identity,
that would be a really big success.” For Tara, students participating on the council and feeling a
sense of belonging that leads to feeling accepted in their identity was enough to indicate success.
Da’vante’s hope for community change connected directly to why he joined the council as well
as his own lived experiences. At his young age, Da’vante’s face lit up as he smiled from ear to
ear and shared his hope that “everybody’s treated fairly in the end.”
Cory, again, hoped for change that resulted in students having different experiences than
he did: “That kids feel accepted and encouraged to be successful and that the teachers, adults and
everybody in their lives helps push them to only be the best person they can. And I'm hoping our
work helps do that.” He also spoke specifically to wanting community change for younger
students like him:
I think when I can hear from my friends’ younger siblings who look like me, sound like
me, believe similar to me that they didn’t experience the things that I experienced. I think
that will be when I realize that we have success when the kids that come next are not
feeling the way that we felt.
Clearly, for these students, equity was not something that could be captured through standardized
tests or other quantitative measures. Rather, equity was found in their experiences and to know
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those experiences, youth voice must be brought into the work and they must be allowed to share
their own counternarratives. This is the only way to capture the changes these students hoped for.
Summary
In Chapter IV, I provided an overview of the case, the Youth Equity Council, and a
description of the five youth participants. I then presented the data organized by research
question and the analytical categories that supported these research questions. While there were
only five participants in the study and they could not, nor did I intend for them to, represent the
entirety of the YEC or all BIPOC students who engage in youth organizing in predominantly
White institutions, their voice, their counternarratives, provided important insight into how youth
organizing could be used to demonstrate the significance of youth organizing within the bounds
of a school system as well as the importance of these efforts in suburban, predominately White
settings. The implications of these powerful counternarratives are analyzed further in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER V
FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS
Introduction
This research study examined the perceptions of five BIPOC middle and high school
students serving on a district Youth Equity Council (YEC) regarding their school experience,
their youth organizing, and any potential relationship between the two. It further explored how
the experiences of these students contributed to their participation, identity development,
motivation to engage in equity work, as well as how they viewed their participation in relation to
individual or community change. I aimed to contribute to the youth organizing literature through
examining youth organizing efforts within a school system, particularly at the district rather than
school level, and the importance of these efforts in suburban, predominately White settings.
Along with their peers serving on the YEC, the youth participants in this study have
continued to dedicate countless hours to youth organizing with the hopes of transforming their
schools and larger school system. They have conducted their own community-based research in
order to bring more of their peers’ voices into their equity work, participated in multiple
meetings, and given presentations to district leadership and board members to build power and
gain support for their efforts. These efforts took place in a predominately White school district
where they aimed to create change not only for themselves but for other students, current and
future, with similar identities.
Throughout data collection, analysis, and reporting, I was committed to honoring the
voices of the youth participants. The trust and relationships I built with my participants allowed
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them to speak about “areas ordinarily left unspoken” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 113). Honoring their
voices was done through the construction of counternarratives or “counter-storytelling,” one of
the central tenets of CRT. As referenced in Chapter II, “Although students of color are holders
and creators of knowledge, they feel as if their histories, experiences, cultures, and languages are
devalued, misinterpreted, or omitted within formal education settings” (Bernal, 2002, p. 106).
As described in Chapter II, the entirety of the research process was grounded in CRT, the
theoretical framework that framed this study. When I first embarked on writing my proposal for
this study, CRT had not yet become so highly contested. With the often misinformed and
misrepresented arguments against CRT, I would argue the use of CRT is more important now
than when I embarked on this study. The backlash only further demonstrated the need for
scholars to “engage in thoughtful examination of issues related to race, racism, oppression, and
White supremacy” (Haynes, 2015, p. 145). In a time when CRT critics are attempting an erasure
of the history and stories of BIPOC youth, I aimed through this study to amplify their stories and
allowed them to construct counter-narratives.
In Chapter IV, I provided a description of ‘the case’ and my five participants before
presenting analyzed data organized by research question and analytic categories. I honored the
voices of my participants by using their own words throughout. In this chapter, I begin by
providing a summary of my findings. I then discuss my findings and the themes that emerged in
my study, organized by research question, while also attempting to piece together a more
comprehensive understanding of the perspectives and experiences of the youth participants. This
discussion takes into consideration the literature, which the implications are meant to augment. I
conclude with a discussion of future research possibilities and closing reflections that take into
account my role as the researcher.
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Summary of Findings
Six key findings emerged from data analysis that addressed the research questions
previously outlined. Below is a brief overview of those findings, each of which I discuss further
in the Themes and Responses to Research Questions section.
1.

Participants understood inequity to be mistreatment based on some aspect of
identity and/or a lack of access.

2.

Participants perceived their motivation to engage in equity work to be their lived
experience with or firsthand observation of being othered, marginalized, or
mistreated juxtaposed with their desire to create change and make things better for
future students like them.

3.

Participants perceived a strong relationship between their identity and participation.

4.

Overwhelmingly, participants perceived a relationship between their school
experiences of racism, marginalization, or othering and their continued participation
on the YEC.

5.

The majority of participants drew a connection between the lack of representation
in the teaching staff and/or curriculum and their continued participation.

6.

All participants narrated positive individual changes in describing their experience
on the YEC with hopes for community change.
Themes and Responses to Research Questions

Research Question 1
Q1

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive their
understanding of inequities and motivation to engage in equity work?

The first research question sought to determine how well youth participants understood
inequities and what they perceived to be their motivation for engaging in equity work. The first
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theme that arose was participants indicated they understood inequities to be mistreatment based
on some aspect of identity and/or a lack of access. One of the participants, Emily, reflected both
of these understanding when she said, “I would describe inequity as when someone has to do
something extra or has to go out of their way or is treated differently because of a part of their
identity.” Cory and Anthony reflected both understandings in their examples of inequities they
had experienced in their schooling. Both participants felt they were being discouraged from an
advanced course because of an aspect of their identity—specifically, their racial identity. Both
participants also perceived they were being mistreated because of their racial identity, which
resulted in an attempt to prevent them from accessing advanced coursework. Da’vante gave
multiple examples of being disproportionately disciplined. This was yet another example of both
understandings of inequity. When BIPOC students are disproportionately disciplined, a wellknown issue in school systems across the country, they are denied access to their education.
The theoretical framework that surrounded this study was essential in understanding this
research question and how the related analysis was constructed. Critical race theory in education
acknowledges the persistence of racism in our schools and, consequently, the persistence of
inequities (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), which is grounded in the central tenet of CRT: racism
is a normal component of the everyday experiences of most Black, indigenous, and people of
color in our society (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017). While there were only five participants in this
study and this was not by any means an exhaustive study, each of their lived experiences aligned
with the central tenet of CRT. Additionally, in the literature, CRT was recognized as a challenge
to ‘the deficit theory,’ which blames students for perceived shortcomings instead of underlying
disparities and inequities (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017). I argue the first step of addressing these
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underlying disparities and inequities should be to gain a better understanding of the inequities
through listening to the voices of our youth—the students most impacted.
My analysis of youth participants' perceptions of how they understood inequities and
motivations was intended to provide a detailed description of how youth participants perceived
their understanding of inequities and determine if there was a connection to their motivation to
engage in equity work. In order for youth organizing to be authentically led by youth, their lived
experiences must be centered in the process. As discussed in Chapter II of this research study,
the Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing (2020) defined youth organizing as “grounded
in racial, gender and economic justice, youth organizing is the process of engaging young people
in building power for systemic change while supporting their individual and collective
development” (p. 1). They identified the first guiding principle of youth organizing as “engage
youth most impacted by injustice and systemic oppression” (p. 1). Consequently, it was
important to understand how members of the council perceived inequities and if there was a
connection to their motivation to engage in equity work. This was to ensure their youth
organizing efforts were grounded in “racial, gender, and economic justice” that centers on their
own experiences (Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing, 2020, p. 1).
The examples of inequity provided both through applications, those raised during
observations, and shared during interviews provided further evidence of the persistence of racism
in our schools through the persistence of inequities these youth participants perceived as being
directly connected to aspects of their identities. Four of five participants drew connections to
their racial identity and the mistreatment they experienced while in our schools and the fifth
drew a connection to an intersecting aspect of her identity.
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In the literature, Roy et al. (2019) called attention to navigating institutionalized racism,
discrimination, and marginalization being the common thread of the daily experiences of BIPOC
youth. While each youth participant in this study and their experiences were unique, their
combined stories supported this assertion. This highlighted the importance of this work in
suburban, predominately White school districts, settings that are rarely the subject of youth
organizing or youth activism research.
The second part of research question 1 aimed to understand the motivations for these
participants to join the YEC and if there was a connection to the inequities or deficit thinking
they encountered in schools. The majority of participants indicated their motivation to engage in
equity work was their lived experience with or firsthand observation of being othered,
marginalized, or mistreated juxtaposed with their desire to create change and make things better
for future students like them.
The fifth participant, Tara, had experienced racism but after the Black Lives Matter
movement was reignited in the summer of 2020 as well as being witness to some of the
inequities related to access in her high school, Tara had started to recognize some of her
privilege and, consequently, was more concerned about the inequities she had been witness to
rather than those she had personally experienced. Roy et al. (2019) gave credence to the
motivation of all five participants as the development of critical consciousness offered by youth
activism groups. They noted critical consciousness began to develop “when marginalized youth
are given the opportunity and support for reflecting on and challenging social inequalities, which
in turn can motivate the desire to effect social change through engaging in critical action” (Roy
et al., 2019, p. 551).
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Research Question 2
Q2

How do BIPOC members of a district youth equity council perceive the
relationship between their school experience, identity development, and
participation on the council?

In this section, I discuss the school experiences of participants and the relationship to
their participation on the YEC. Research questions two and three are fairly intertwined so while I
touch on the relationship to identity development in this section, I leave the majority of the
discussion pertaining to identity development to the section that follows. As presented in the
findings, participants perceived a strong relationship between their identity and participation.
This was not limited to racial identity; for some participants, their intersecting identities
contributed to their continued participation. Overwhelmingly, participants perceived a
relationship existed between their school experiences of racism, marginalization, or othering and
their continued participation on the YEC. Again, marginalization and othering were not limited
to a single aspect of a participant’s identity. Another theme that arose was an extension of the
previous theme and the notion of feeling ‘othered’ as students spoke to the need for increased
representation in both the teaching staff and curriculum.
Due to the five BIPOC participants in this study navigating predominately White
educational settings for the entirety of their education, othering and lack of diversity became a
prevalent theme in our discussions. In addition to the student populations being predominantly
White in their schools, the teaching and administrative staff fit this same dominant culture
demographic. Cory, Anthony, Tara, and Da’vante all spoke to the lack of diversity and feelings
of being othered as it pertained to their racial identity. Additionally, Emily and Cory spoke to the
lack of diversity and feeling othered by their LGBTQ+ identity; Tara also spoke to being othered
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because of her gender identity. Anthony provided a powerful example of what the lack of
diversity and being othered through standing out felt like:
It kind of feels like I'm an animal in a zoo, like people are watching me because I'm one
of the only Black kids and I think it's just hard when nobody else looks like you or
nobody else can relate to certain things that you're either going through as a Black person
or yeah.
The feelings associated with being othered or standing out as ‘other’ were described by Anthony
and other participants in ways that suggested the feelings were dehumanizing.
To counter these feelings, Arthurs (2018) contended that “youth organizing offers a
powerful antidote to the feelings of alienation, disempowerment, and apathy prevalent among
many of today’s youth” (p. 46); however, it was rarely seen in schools. Given the struggle of the
youth participants in this study with the feelings of being ‘the only’ and othered was due in part
to the lack of diversity in their schools, peer groups, and communities, I argue this is especially
important in predominantly White educational settings. As Cory pointed out in his interview,
prior to joining the YEC, his “best friend was the only other biracial kid or African-American kid
he knew'' and he was “one of the very few kids who aren’t white and also again, one of the very
kids who isn’t straight.” The feelings of alienation and being othered were prevalent across data
sources, providing further support for my argument that youth organizing should be seen more in
school systems to counter these feelings, particularly those that are predominately White.
The lack of diversity and feelings of being othered connected directly to the theme of
what was gained through participation in the YEC. This aligned with Akiva et al.’s (2017)
finding that youth organizing was done in affirming spaces that also provided a sanctuary. My
research with youth participants added contextual understanding to the youth organizing
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literature about the importance of these affirming spaces and the associated sanctuary they
provided in suburban, predominately White settings. The affirming space and sanctuary offered
something not accessible in their schools. Anthony called attention to this during his interview
and explained how the space created by YEC made him feel not so alone: “And I guess just me
being Black, having other students who do look like me and have similar experiences, that's
definitely, I mean it's obviously sad to hear about those experiences, but it makes me feel not
alone too.” This sentiment was shared by all participants across their diverse identities, providing
further evidence of the need for these spaces for BIPOC students navigating predominately
White spaces.
Two additional themes—peer and/or teaching microaggressions or racist treatment—
provided further evidence of the need for affirming spaces that contributed to positive identity
development. As Tara highlighted, experiencing microaggressions or racist treatment in school
contributed to a deficit narrative rather than positive identity development:
I think certain teachers would not, not that they were trying to be disrespectful, but they
just didn't really understand certain cultural things that I would do. I think growing up,
just their confusion at certain aspects of my culture was really confusing and would make
me think that I was in the wrong or something and that my culture was wrong.
Anthony provided a further example of how racism or microaggressions contributed to deficit
narratives: “I never felt too much like, oh, I was Black until it was in a negative way, like when
people would say things that are not okay or treat me different than other kids.” As Valencia
(1997) pointed out, deficit thinking suggests the minority student “fails in school because of
internal deficiency or deficiencies” in the form of “limited intellectual abilities, linguistic
shortcomings, lack of motivation to learn and immoral behavior” (p. 2). I argue it is not internal
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deficiencies but rather internalized deficit narratives that contribute to perceived shortcomings,
lack of motivation, and changes in behavior.
The final theme that emerged in relation to research question two was the lack of
representation in the teaching staff and/or curriculum. Anthony discussed the lack of
representation in the curriculum and the intersection with his identity:
I think it's important that we, first of all, learn the truth in our classes and then also learn,
embrace other people's cultures, not just white history that has nothing really to do with
me. It doesn't make me feel good about myself either when I'm only learning about white
history.
Anthony further argues that “if our history classes always just have a negative viewpoint on
people of color’s cultures, it’s just going to keep the cycle of racism going in students and in our
society.” In terms of representation in the teaching staff, Tara shared she “never, ever in my life
had a not White teacher.” Cory highlighted the significance of representation in our discussions:
Not seeing adults like me in schools, it’s really nice seeing a successful adult that’s
African-American or gay because it’s not, I don’t see it very often. And it’s a good, like
reassurement that people like me are not exempt from the success that we see every
single day. You know, the people in the spotlight generally don’t represent me and seeing
that there are people who are even remotely successful or thrive in this world, that really
helps me.
As these youth participants so brilliantly highlighted, representation was important because it
shaped not only how they viewed themselves but also how others viewed them and their cultures.
As such, this theme arose as critical to both identity development and continued participation on
the YEC.
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Research Question 3
Q3

How do BIPOC members of a district Youth Equity Council view their
participation as contributing to individual and/or community change?

“When young people are fully engaged—when their voices are heard, their opinions
matter, and their unique perspectives are respected, they commit themselves to making their
schools, their communities and their own lives better” (Gunther, 2016, p. 311). Aligning with
Gunther’s (2016) claim, all participants narrated individual change narratives with hopes for
community change narratives. We know from the literature that youth organizing offers many
critical learning opportunities including positive identity development through replacing a
deficit-based lens with an asset-based lens (Akiva et al., 2017; Arthurs, 2018; Kirshner &
Ginwright, 2012; Roderick et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2019). However, the majority of youth
organizing literature focused on community-based youth organizing groups. My research with
youth participants added to the literature by demonstrating that positive identity development
could and should also happen within the bounds of a school system. We saw the value of this
from several participants. Cory shared how pride in his identity changed through participation on
the council: “I think it helped me be proud of who I was. Before that, I had some rough times
being an African American gay kid, especially in school.” Likewise, Da’vante, not only the
youngest participant in this study but one of the youngest on the council, demonstrated positive
racial identity development when he said, “When I was younger, I thought I’m Black, but now I
think I am Black and I’m proud of it.”
As Arthurs (2018) argued, youth organizing offered many critical learning opportunities;
one was to empower youth to alter deficit narratives for themselves and others. As I shared in the
introduction to this chapter, while I did not know if these deficit narratives would be altered, I
certainly aimed for that to take place when forming the YEC. The five youth participants in this
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study validated that aim for me. Above, I spoke to some of the individual change narratives;
additional themes that arose were participants developing a sense of agency and using their own
voice to contribute to or advocate for change. For instance, Cory talked about the difference in
how he viewed experiences in school: “It takes my viewpoint of the things I experienced in
school from it’s happening to it’s happening, but this is what I can do about it.” Anthony shared
that while he used to be “really shy and quiet,” he was now “more confident in advocating for
myself and not just staying silent.”
Further building on critical consciousness developed through their youth organizing
efforts (Arthurs, 2018), participants spoke about hope and their efforts to create change. As they
developed their agency, these young people were working to dismantle the marginalization they
had experienced for themselves and for other students by identifying issues of equity and taking
action to address them (Arthurs, 2018; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012; Roderick et al., 2020).
Given the known challenges of creating change and the complexity of organizing within a school
system, the goals the YEC members have set both individually and collectively might not be
realized for years to come. Despite this, all youth participants named hopes for community
change. It is likely this hope—to create change for future generations—contributed to their
continued participation. Cory demonstrated this during his second interview when he said,
I think when I can hear from my friends’ younger siblings who look like me, sound like
me, believe similar to me that they didn’t experience the things that I experienced. I
think that will be when I realize that we have success when the kids that come next are
not feeling the way that we felt.
While there were larger goals the YEC and individual members like Cory hoped to achieve, there
was still celebration to be had for every change that took place. As Tara so compassionately
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stated, “Even if we have just one person feel more accepted in their identity, that would be a
really big success.”
Implications
As demonstrated in this research study, youth have a wealth of knowledge too many
adults, particularly in education, overlook. Anthony highlighted this during one of his interviews:
But I guess, just in other terms, just in general, just having, making sure that the district
or admin or just everyone takes youth seriously and listens to our concerns. Because the
main reason that there’s admin in districts is because there’s students and I feel like we
go through all these things and it’s hard when people are making decisions for youth who
they don’t even go through those types of, they don’t even go through like the school
process. Really. Yeah. So I just think it’s important for everyone just to at least listen and
make sure we are, youth are heard.
In solidarity with Anthony, the other participants in this study, and the larger YEC, I argue that
reform efforts, particularly those pertaining to equity, should always include youth voice.
This study illuminated the importance of youth organizing within school settings and the
potential for both individual and community change. It also highlighted the importance of
providing opportunities for youth organizing in suburban, predominately White settings. While
this study was not exhaustive, the implications should not be ignored. The possibility of altering
internalized deficit narratives alone should be motive enough to provide opportunities for youth
to organize within school systems to create necessary change. Through their counter-narratives,
my participants demonstrated their commitment to transforming their schools, not only for
themselves but for other students, current and future. I argue that social justice cannot be
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achieved if the voices of those we are trying to create change for are missing from the
conversation.
Additionally, district leaders, school boards, and educational decision-makers ought to
consider the potential harm of a singular focus on closing the educational achievement gap and
the dehumanizing and oppressive practices to which such a focus could lead (Hammond, 2015;
Irizarry & Brown, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2016; Quinn, 2020). I am not implying we should stop
striving for educational excellence; however, I am implying that greater value cannot and should
not be placed on quantitative measures than the lived experiences of these students and the
counternarratives that demonstrated the reality of racism, inequities, and marginalization BIPOC
and other marginalized groups faced. As Cory shared in his interview, “It takes it from numbers
and I guess, like all we’re doing, puts faces and humanizes everything.”
Finally, I would be remiss if I did not address my concerns around the attempts to erase
CRT from all areas of society, particularly from academia and education. Across the country,
laws and bans are being implemented prohibiting educators from discussing race, White
Supremacy, racism, or any current events such as Black Lives Matter or LGTBQ+ rights that are
considered to be ‘controversial.’ These arguments brought to school boards, teachers,
administrators, and district leaders are nothing more than misinformed attempts to uphold the
status quo and dismiss anything that challenges it. Almost 30 years ago, Ladson-Billings and
Tate (1995), who first introduced critical race theory to education, discussed their reaction to
Kozol’s renowned work: the “predictable result of a racialized society in which discussions of
race and racism continue to be muted and marginalized” (p. 47). It is impossible to put into
words the disappointment that we are still here fighting attempts to mute and marginalize any
conversations on race or racism; fortunately, I find a great deal of hope in our youth, particularly
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the participants in this study and their larger YEC. I would encourage educators to remember the
counter-narratives presented in this study, take actionable steps to spend time with the youth in
their school or district, truly listen to their counter-narratives, and support their desires for real
and lasting change. It is my greatest hope that in reading this study and other youth organizing
literature, BIPOC youth voices are amplified instead of silenced. It would be a tremendous
disservice to our youth to allow their counter-narratives to be further marginalized by those who
wish to erase them.
Future Research
This study illuminated connections between how students viewed inequities and their
motivation to engage in equity work. It also demonstrated a relationship between their school
experiences, identity development, and continued participation on the YEC. This study also
revealed how the youth participants viewed their participation in relation to individual and
community change. My research in collaboration with these youth participants also contributed
to the current body of youth organizing literature with the focus on BIPOC students navigating
predominately White institutions as well as shed light on the value and potential of youth
organizing efforts within school systems, particularly at the district level.
Before making suggestions for future research, I first want to encourage researchers who
might consider what I propose in this section—to truly honor the voices of your participants. As
Paris and Winn (2014) suggested, “If we see our participants as those who are in the process of
constructing knowledge with us rather than as separate from us, we break down the artificial
boundaries or binaries of researcher/subject that have been building over time” (p. 32).
Additionally, it is of the utmost importance that a commitment to the intersection of equity and
qualitative inquiry remain throughout the entirety of the research process (Paris & Winn, 2014).
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Moreover, it is important that research not take as it has historically done from communities of
color and other marginalized communities (Paris & Winn, 2014); rather, I hope my suggestions
for future research give back to these communities.
That being said, future researchers might investigate the youth-adult partnership from
both the youth and adult perspective and the complexities of that partnership when operating
within school systems. Further exploration of youth organizing groups using a methodology such
as ethnography could contribute to the literature by providing a more complete picture of youth
organizing efforts. Finally, in a continued effort to amplify the voices of our youth, it would be
interesting to partner more authentically with youth to better understand how we, as educators
and/or researchers, could better support their efforts to improve educational experiences for them
and their peers.
Closing Reflections
“I have a strong belief that every moment of our lives is highly influenced by the
circumstances of our past.” As I set out to write this final section of my dissertation, I decided to
first re-read the statement of goals I had to write in order to enter this doctoral program. As such,
I would like to share a few excerpts from my goals statement as they connect directly to this
dissertation:
I grew up in a low-income community under the label of at-risk youth. The label was a
result of the series of checkboxes I met, the ones in direct correlation to my
socioeconomic status: my race, more specifically, my African-American ethnicity; my
parent’s income, or rather, the presence of my name on the “free and reduced lunch” list,
and my unstable home environment as I moved frequently between my childhood home,
foster care, and group homes.
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Through this doctoral program, I would like to enhance my leadership potential
and gain skills that will allow me to make significant contributions to educational reform,
specifically as it relates to reducing inequalities and inequities in our educational system.
Education is an essential component to improving the lives of our students, as well as the
communities in which they live. I believe strongly that as educators, we must remain
committed to ensuring that a child’s personal or social circumstances are not barriers to
receiving a quality education.
I am honored to be at this stage of my education and career and credit much of my
success to the valuable education I’ve received; an education that has contributed to my
academic and personal preparedness for this program. In reflection, my past has
contributed significantly to my passion and correspondingly, my professional goal of
effecting positive and innovative change in our educational system, so that more of our
youth can experience the same sense of pride I feel in reaching my own goals despite
life’s obstacles.
I was forever changed by the words of my participants. I set out when enrolling in this
program and again when launching the MSD’s first-ever Youth Equity Council, to make
significant contributions to education reform, reduce inequities, and for the youth who I was
fortunate enough to work with to feel the same sense of pride I did when I applied to be a part of
this program. While I gained a great deal of knowledge since I wrote these goals and might have
worded some things differently, my passion for important and necessary change remains. It is
hard to say exactly what I meant four years ago when I wrote that I wanted our youth to
experience the same sense of pride but I am quite certain the sense of pride could be found in
Da’vante’s words when he said, “When I was younger, I thought I’m Black, but now I think I am
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Black and I’m proud of it.” Or perhaps it was in Cory’s words when he said, “I think it helped
me be proud of who I was. Before that, I had some rough times being an African American gay
kid, especially in school.” Or perhaps it was when Anthony said, “I really started embracing my
culture, Black culture and my Mexican culture and really knowing who I was and what just, like
loving skin color and myself really.”
While this is perhaps not the conventional way to end a dissertation, I am nothing if I am
not vulnerable and authentically me. As I reflect on the researcher role I outlined in Chapter I, I
realize without my background and experiences, it is highly unlikely this dissertation or the
Youth Equity Council would have come to fruition. It is because of our individual, collective,
and shared experiences, that we are able to create change for the generations that follow us. In
the ways I have influenced them, they will influence future generations. Through this process, I
released any previously internalized deficit narrative I held about myself and, in essence, became
more fully human; I believe the words of the youth participants in this study demonstrated that
they had too and, for that, I am eternally grateful for this journey.
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Study Title: Youth Organizing From Within- A Case Study of a District Youth Equity Council
Researcher: Amy Nelson, MA, Doctoral Student, nels3718@bears.unco.edu
Research Advisor: Dr. Derek Gottlieb, derek.gottlieb@unco.edu
Purpose and Background: The purpose of this case study is to investigate with a sample of
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, Person of Color) middle and high school students serving on a
district Youth Equity Council their perceptions of inequities and their motivation to engage in
equity work, any potential relationship between their participation and deficit thinking
encountered in schools, and how they view their participation with respect to goals involving
individual and/or community change. Data collection will include a review of documents
(application to serve on the council, vision statement, identity wheel, reflections, value
statements, and other documents created as part of your participation in the group), three 60
minutes observations of council meetings, and two 45 minutes interviews. The interviews will
be audio recorded. Participants will be assigned a pseudonym for all analysis and reporting
purposes. Transcripts of interviews will be kept in a password-protected file by the researcher
and research advisor for three years.
Participation is voluntary. If you agree to your child participating in this research study, the
following will occur:
● They will be asked demographic questions and questions about their perception of
inequities, motivation to engage in equity work, any potential relationship between their
participation and deficit thinking they might encounter in schools, and how they view
their participation with respect to goals involving individual and/or community change.
● Documents they created as part of their application and participation in the Youth Equity
Council will be reviewed.
● They will be observed three times during Youth Equity Council meetings.
___________
(Parent’s Initials)
Page 1 of 2
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Confidentiality: Although confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, every effort will be made to
maintain your child’s confidentiality. The results of this study will be published, but no
publication will contain information that will identify your child. The research data will be kept
in a secure location, and only the researcher and her advisor will have access to the data. After
transcription, identifying information will be removed. The consent forms will be kept in a
locked file for three years.
Risks: There are no foreseen risks or discomforts in this study. If your child feels any
discomfort, they can refuse to answer any questions and choose to discontinue the interview at
any time. They can also stop and withdraw at any time.
Benefits: There will be no direct benefits to the participant. Through the nature of the interview
questions, there is potential for gained insight into one’s understanding of their participation on
the Youth Equity Council.
Costs: The cost of participating in this study is the time invested to participate in the interview
and for transportation-related to the interview. No compensation will be provided for
participating in this study.
Questions: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact the researcher via email.
You may also contact the researcher’s advisor, Dr. Derek Gottlieb, by email.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to allow your child to participate in this study and
if you begin participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision
will be respected and will not result in the loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if
you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain
for future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research
participant, please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado
Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.
_________________________________________

______________________________

Child’s Full Name (please print)

Child’s Birth Date (month/day/year)

_________________________________________

______________________________

Participant’s Parent/Guardian Signature

Date

_________________________________________

______________________________

Researcher’s Signature

Date
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FORMULARIO DE CONSENTIMIENTO PARA PARTICIPANTES HUMANOS EN
INVESTIGACIÓN
University of Northern Colorado (Universidad del Norte de Colorado)
Título del Estudio: La Juventud Organizada Desde Adentro- Un Estudio de Caso de Un Consejo
Juvenil de Equidad Distrital
Investigadora: Amy Nelson, MA, Estudiante de Doctorado, nels3718@bears.unco.edu
Asesor de Investigación: Dr. Derek Gottlieb, derek.gottlieb@unco.edu
Propósito y Contexto: El propósito de este estudio de caso es investigar con una muestra de
estudiantes BIPOC (Negros, Indígenas, Personas de Color) de secundaria y preparatoria que
prestan servicios en un Consejo Juvenil de Equidad distrital, sus percepciones sobre inequidades
y su motivación para participar en trabajo de equidad, cualquier relación potencial entre su
participación y el pensamiento deficiente encontrado en las escuelas, y cómo ven su
participación con respecto a las metas que involucran cambios individuales y/o comunitarios. La
recopilación de datos incluirá una revisión de documentos (solicitud para servir en el consejo,
declaración de visión, rueda de identidad, reflexiones, declaraciones de valor y otros documentos
creados como parte de su participación en el grupo), tres observaciones de 60 minutos de las
reuniones del consejo, y dos entrevistas de 45 minutos. Las entrevistas serán grabadas en audio.
A los participantes se les asignará un seudónimo para todos los fines de análisis e informes. El
investigador y el asesor de investigación mantendrán las transcripciones de las entrevistas en un
archivo protegido con contraseña durante tres años.
La participación es voluntaria. Si acepta que su hijo/a participe en este estudio de investigación,
ocurrirá lo siguiente:
● Se les harán preguntas demográficas y sobre su percepción sobre inequidades, su
motivación para participar en trabajo de equidad, cualquier relación potencial entre su
participación y el pensamiento deficiente encontrado en las escuelas, y cómo ven su
participación con respecto a las metas que involucran cambios individuales y/o
comunitarios.
● Se revisarán los documentos que crearon como parte de su solicitud y participación en el
Consejo Juvenil de Equidad.
● Se los observará tres veces durante las reuniones del Consejo Juvenil de Equidad.
___________
(Iniciales de Padre, Madre o Guardián)
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Confidencialidad: aunque no se puede garantizar la confidencialidad, se hará todo lo posible para
mantener la confidencialidad de su hijo/a. Los resultados de este estudio se publicarán pero
ninguna publicación contendrá información que identifique a su hijo/a. Los datos de la
investigación se mantendrán en un lugar seguro y solo la investigadora y su asesor tendrán
acceso a los datos. Después de la transcripción, se eliminará la información de identificación.
Los formularios de consentimiento se mantendrán en un archivo bloqueado durante tres años.
Riesgos: No se prevén riesgos ni molestias en este estudio. Si su hijo/a siente alguna molestia,
puede negarse a responder cualquier pregunta y optar por interrumpir la entrevista en cualquier
momento. También pueden detenerse y retirarse en cualquier momento.
Beneficios: No habrá beneficios directos para el participante. A través de la naturaleza de las
preguntas de la entrevista, existe la posibilidad de conocer mejor la comprensión que uno tiene
de su participación en el Consejo Juvenil de Equidad.
Costos: El costo de participar en este estudio es el tiempo invertido para participar en la
entrevista y el transporte para asistir a la entrevista. No se proporcionará compensación alguna
por participar en este estudio.
Preguntas: Si tiene alguna pregunta sobre el estudio, puede comunicarse con la investigadora por
correo electrónico. También puede comunicarse con el asesor de la investigadora, el Dr. Derek
Gottlieb, por correo electrónico.
La participación es voluntaria. Puede decidir no permitir que su hijo/a participe en este estudio y,
si comienza a participar, también puede decidir detenerse y retirarse en cualquier momento. Su
decisión será respetada y no resultará en la pérdida de los beneficios a los que tiene derecho.
Después de haber leído lo anterior y haber tenido la oportunidad de hacer cualquier pregunta,
firme a continuación si desea participar en esta investigación. Se le entregará una copia de este
formulario para que la conserve como referencia en el futuro. Si tiene alguna inquietud sobre su
selección o tratamiento como participante de la investigación, comuníquese con la Oficina de
Investigación, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado (Universidad del Norte de
Colorado), Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.
_________________________________________

______________________________

Nombre Completo Participante (en imprenta)
Participante (mes/día/año)

Fecha de Nac. del

_________________________________________

______________________________

Firma de Padre, Madre o Guardián

Fecha

_________________________________________

______________________________

Firma de la Investigadora

Fecha
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APPENDIX D
QUESTIONS FOR FIRST INTERVIEW
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol: First Interview
Interview Purpose:
1. Tell me about yourself.
a. Where did you grow up?
b. How do you identify racially/ethnically?
c. Tell me a story of when you first understood your BIPOC identity.
d. Can you tell me about your intersecting identities?
(prompt: completed identity wheel)
e. What else would you like me to know about your identity?
2. How does your background compare to other students in your school? (i.e. race/ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, neighborhood, etc)
3. Tell me what it was like growing up in your community.
a. Areas of strength?
b. Any challenges?
4. Tell me what it’s like attending your school.
a. Areas of strength?
b. Any challenges?
5. Are any of these strengths or challenges you described related to an aspect of your
identity? (i.e. age, race/ethnicity, language spoken, gender, etc)
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6. What motivated you to apply to be on the Youth Equity Council?
a. What experiences have you had that may have informed your participation in the
council?
b. What aspects of participating on the council are most connected to your identity
and lived experiences?
7. When you applied for the council you had to describe an inequity you had experienced in
your schooling. In your own words, how would you define inequity?
a. Can you provide an example from your own lived experience?
b. Are the inequities you’ve experienced connected to your motivation for applying?
If so, can you explain how the two are connected?
c. Describe some ways your school could be more equitable.
8. What issues or current events resonate with you the most and motivate you to stay
actively engaged?
9. Tell me about your daily experiences with teachers and other students.
a. How were your relationships with your teachers? Can you provide some
examples?
b. What was most impactful for you?
10. What actions from teachers and/or school staff contributed to your positive identity
development?
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11. Did you have any experiences with teachers or school staff that did not contribute to
positive identity development?
a. If yes, can you describe an experience?
b. Do you think your experience would have been different if you were of another
race? Explain why or why not.
12. Why is being a part of the Youth Equity Council important to you?
a. What changes do you hope to be a part of?
b. How are the changes you seek connected to your identity and experiences?
13. If you could give recommendations to school or district leaders that would change the
experiences of students who come after you with the same racial identity, what
recommendations would you give and why?
14. Is there anything that I didn’t ask that you would like to share with me?

120

APPENDIX E
QUESTIONS FOR SECOND INTERVIEW
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol: Second Interview
1. How would you describe the Youth Equity Council to someone who has never heard of
the council?
a. What are some of the issues the council has worked on?
b. What did you do?
c. What issues have been most important to you while serving on the council?
d. What aspects of participating on the council stand out for you?
2. In your own words, how would you define youth activism or youth organizing?
a. Would you consider your participation on the council a form of youth activism or
youth organizing?
b. Why or why not?
3. Do you feel that race/racism shaped your experience?
a. In schools?
b. While serving on the council?
c. If yes, to either of the above, how?
4. How has participating on the council impacted you personally?
a. How would you say your participation has influenced your identity?
b. How has participation in the council influenced how you view yourself or your
place in the school or larger community?
c. Were any of these changes connected to your motivation for joining the council?
If so, describe the connection.
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5. What changes has the youth equity council been a part of making in the school or larger
community?
a. How were you involved in creating these changes?
b. How would you define success in your activist or organizing work?

